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ABSTRACT
Social media continues to grow in popularity but has been associated with diminished
mental health in some users. Social media provides a platform for social comparison,
which influences how individuals evaluate their traits, abilities, and successes in
achieving life milestones and, in turn, may impact psychological functioning. The
primary objective of this study was to determine whether social comparison and cognitive
distortions mediated the relationship between social media use and depressive symptoms
in younger adults. In total, 175 adults between the ages of 18 and 29 years were recruited
online (64.6% male, 34.9% female; 45.7% Asian). Participants completed anonymous
surveys assessing demographic information, thinking styles, social comparison
tendencies, depression levels, and social media use. Results of this study indicated a
significant relationship between passive social media use and depression. Social
comparison was found to be a significant predictor for both cognitive distortions (p =
.001) and depression (p = .001); however, it did not mediate in the relationship between
passive social media use and depression (b = .798, SE = .203, 95% CI = -.160, .656).
Cognitive distortions mediated the relationship between passive social media use and
depression (b = .005, t(48) = .007, p = .99). Findings indicated that as passive social
media use increased, individuals used more cognitive distortions and experienced more
depressive symptoms. Findings from this study contribute to understanding cognitive
distortions as a mechanism underlying the well-documented relationship between passive
social media use and depression.
Keywords: social media, social comparison, cognitive distortions, depression
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
Statement of the Problem
Technological advancements have effortlessly connected individuals to a world of
digital information. The newly emerging trend of social media use has dominated the
landscape of communication. Social media refers to the online communities that foster
electronic communication through the sharing of information, personal messages, and
ideas (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). In 2017, there were approximately 2.46 billion social
media users worldwide (Statista, 2017). The accessibility of social media has made its
use pervasive across age groups, though younger adults are the largest consumers of
social media, with 88% of individuals aged 18 to 29 years reporting use (Pew Research
Center, 2018). Additionally, younger adults between the ages of 18 to 24 years are
considerably more likely to use social media platforms, such as Instagram, Snapchat, and
Twitter, compared to other age groups (Pew Research Center, 2018). Specifically, 82% of
18- to 29-year-olds report using Snapchat daily, with 71% indicating use multiple times a
day (Pew Research Center, 2018). Additionally, 81% of these individuals use Instagram
on a daily basis, with 55% using it multiple times per day (Pew Research Center, 2018).
Social media use has become an important factor in the development of emerging
adults (Vannucci et al., 2017). The accessibility of social media functions as the catalyst
that may cultivate social comparison through key developmental tasks and identity
development (Moreno & Whitehill, 2014). Social comparison refers to the tendency to
compare one’s own characteristics to those of others. Specifically, social media use may
exacerbate the tendency to compare oneself to others when confronted with information
(Lee, 2014). Although social comparison can be an adaptive developmental process, the
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tendency for positive self-presentation on social media skews perception (Walther, 2007)
through individuals’ strategic selection and construction of status updates, photos, and
comments (Blease, 2015). The developmental milestones achieved in emerging
adulthood are socially constructed and consist of significant demographic variability in
domains related to intimacy, work, and worldview (Jeffrey Jensen, 2000). Social
comparison may influence how individuals evaluate their traits and abilities (Festinger,
1954). Consequently, social comparison increases the likelihood that individuals will
engage in negatively biased evaluations (Blease, 2015), thus laying the groundwork for
the development of depressive symptoms. According to Cramer et al. (2016), social
comparison on Facebook is common; 69% of participants endorsed engaging in this
practice. The high frequency of social comparison emphasizes the need to better
understand the implications of this phenomenon on mental health outcomes, specifically
depression.
At some point in their lives, approximately 20% of individuals experience
depression (Kessler & Bromet, 2013). Depression is a disorder that causes feelings of
sadness and loss of pleasure that affect the quality of life (American Psychological
Association, 2013). The prevalence of depression tends to peak in early adulthood
(Mojtabai et al., 2016), increasing an individual’s risk for psychological, physical,
interpersonal, and occupational impairment (Shensa et al., 2017). The relationship
between the frequency of social media use and depressive symptoms is well documented,
but poorly understood (Sagioglou & Greitemeyer, 2014; Steers et al., 2014). Frequent
Facebook use is correlated with a greater frequency of social comparisons as well as
higher levels of depressive symptoms (Lee, 2014). Depression is a common psychiatric
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disorder that contributes to worldwide disability (Brody et al., 2018), with approximately
80% of depressed adults reporting social, occupational, and familial difficulties related to
this condition (Brody et al., 2018). According to Beck’s theory of depression, the
extensive use of cognitive distortions, defined as an individual’s negative thinking errors
about the self or the world, increases an individual’s susceptibility for depression (Dozois
& Beck, 2008). Individuals with depression commonly endorse cognitive distortions
related to labeling, jumping to conclusions, mind reading, “should” and “must”
statements, fortune telling, and overgeneralization, among others (Blake et al., 2016).
Individuals with depression experience these cognitive distortions more frequently than
nondepressed individuals (Blake et al., 2016; Marton et al., 1993) and tend to engage in
social comparison processes more often (Bäzner et al., 2006). Cognitive distortions and
engagement in upward social comparison while viewing social media may contribute to
the higher rates of depressive symptoms (Feinstein et al., 2013) in younger adults who
use social media, but this requires further study.
Purpose of the Study
Numerous studies have focused primarily on the contribution of social media to
certain mental health outcomes, including depression (Al-Dubai et al., 2013; Denti et al.,
2012; Frost & Rickwood, 2017; Kross et al., 2013). Despite the growing interest in
exploring mental health outcomes in the context of social media, gaps in the literature
exist pertaining to the mechanisms that underlie the relationship between social media
use and depression. The purpose of this study is to investigate whether social comparison
and cognitive distortions function as mediators for the relationship between passive social
media use and depressive symptoms in younger adults. The identification of how social

SOCIAL MEDIA USE AND DEPRESSION

5

media could potentially increase an individual’s vulnerability to depression could help to
clarify future targets for both prevention and intervention strategies.
Hypotheses
This study investigated whether social comparison and cognitive distortions
impacted the relationship between social media use and depressive symptoms in younger
adults. The hypotheses developed to examine these variables were as follows:
Hypothesis 1
Social comparison tendency (as measured by the Iowa-Netherlands Comparison
Orientation Measure [INCOM]) during social media viewing will predict the frequency
of the use of cognitive distortions (as determined by the Cognitive Distortions
Questionnaire [CD-Quest]) and depressive symptom severity (as measured by the Center
for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale – Revised [CESD-R]).
Hypothesis 2
The frequency of “liking” behaviors on social media will predict higher social
comparison tendency (as determined by the Iowa-Netherlands Comparison Orientation
Measure [INCOM]) and higher endorsement of depressive symptom severity.
Hypothesis 3
Social comparison mediates the relationship between passive social media use and
depressive symptom severity.
Hypothesis 4
Cognitive distortions mediate the relationship between passive social media use
and depressive symptom severity.
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Evolution of Social Media
Social media is fundamental for networking and communication in the 21st
century. The historical roots of social media began with the invention of the internet in
1991 (Van Dijck, 2013). The availability of computers in households across the United
States prompted early research examining the relationship between well-being and
internet use (Kraut et al., 1998). In 1998, at least 40% of households had access to the
internet (Kraut et al., 1998). The advancement of the internet has significantly
contributed to the global popularity of social media. Subsequent widespread access to the
internet established the foundation for network communication. The formation of online
communities began with such services as Weblogs and email (Van Dijck, 2013). In 1997,
the first ever social media website, Six Degrees, launched with the purpose of fostering
connections between people via online messages (Boyd & Ellison, 2007). The service
allowed individuals to create profiles and list their friends. Despite this website attracting
millions of users, it ended its services in 2000 because of financial unsustainability (Boyd
& Ellison, 2007). Between the years of 1997 and 2001, a variety of websites, such as
AsianAvenue, MiGente, BlackPlanet, and Friendster, functioned as tools that enabled
individuals to create personal or professional profiles (Boyd & Ellison, 2007).
The phenomenon of social media continued to expand into the early 2000s, with
sites becoming more concentrated in specific interests. In 2004, social media surged, with
many adolescents joining MySpace (Boyd & Ellison, 2007). Owing to the popularity of
this site among adolescents, MySpace changed its policy to allow minors to sign-up for
accounts (Boyd & Ellison, 2007). Distinct user populations began to form on MySpace as
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it progressed through time; there were musicians/artists, adolescents, and post-college
crowds (Boyd & Ellison, 2007). As MySpace was quickly gaining popularity in the
United States in 2005, other similar sites gained traction in other countries. In 2005,
Facebook made its public debut and has since continued to grow exponentially. Current
social media sites, such as Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram, have drawn in millions of
users (Statista, 2017) while maintaining the communicative purpose across the different
platforms. Despite the similarities in purpose, each of these social media websites has its
own unique culture (Boyd & Ellison, 2007). As of 2016, the top 10 social media
platforms on smartphones included Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, Pinterest, LinkedIn,
Snapchat, Google+, Wordpress.com, Reddit.com, and Tumblr (Nielsen, 2016). These
platforms have dramatically changed the contextual implications of private and public
communication (Van Dijck, 2013).
Social Media Use
The accessibility of social media has reduced barriers and boundaries in modernday communication. Facebook is one of the most popular social media sites (Pew
Research Center, 2018), with 2.27 billion active monthly users (Statista, 2018). Pressure
to adapt to social trends (i.e., “Everyone I know is on Facebook.”), curiosity, and social
connectivity were identified as motivations for joining Facebook (Quan-Haase & Young,
2010). Overall, individuals use social media for the purposes of liking others’ posts,
posting pictures or messages, communicating via messages or comments, and sharing
content (Rideout & Fox, 2018). More specifically, individuals reported using Facebook
for the purposes of virtual people watching, updating their status, uploading content
(Joinson, 2008), checking for messages, checking on their friends’ activities, and viewing
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pictures (Quan-Haase & Young, 2010). Young adults logged into their accounts between
two and five times per day, with each session fluctuating between 5 to 15 minutes (QuanHaase & Young, 2010).
While the term “social media” encompasses use of various platforms, distinctions
regarding the way younger adults interact with social media are present in the literature
(Frison & Eggermont, 2016; Rideout & Fox, 2018). One of the many activities of social
media involves taking “selfies,” which refers to a self-portrait taken by a camera or
mobile phone that is posted to a particular platform (Wang, Yang et al., 2017). In
addition, “groupies” refers to self-portraits that capture more than one person (Wang,
Yang et al., 2017). In fact, selfies and groupies are the most popular forms of
photography posted on Instagram (Hu et al., 2014; Jang et al., 2015). Individuals who
frequently view selfies on social media experience lower levels of self-esteem and life
satisfaction because of their tendency to engage in upward social comparison (Wang,
Wang et al., 2017). Further, “passive” Facebook use refers to the browsing or viewing of
other individuals’ social media content while “active” Facebook use refers to the
engagement in social interactions between the individual and a Facebook friend (Frison
& Eggermont, 2016). Adults are more likely to engage in passive than active social media
use (Tobin et al., 2015; Verduyn et al., 2015), a finding that has been attributed to their
heightened perception of the importance of social media, as well as discomfort with
posting content (Preece et al., 2004).
Frequent users of social media typically spend more than 3 hours per day on these
platforms (Nielsen, 2016). Chou and Edge (2012) found that frequent users of Facebook
were more likely than others to perceive their peers on social media as being happier.
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This faulty perception may be because individuals are unable to accurately assess others’
inner emotional states, thereby leading them to make erroneous inferences while
engaging in upward social comparison. For example, individuals tend to ignore the
circumstances in which “happy” photographs are taken, and this tendency leads
individuals to overestimate their peers’ happiness (Chou & Edge, 2012). These errors in
thinking are known as cognitive distortions, and they influence how individuals process
information about themselves and the world (Dozois & Beck, 2008).
Social comparisons can elicit varying affective outcomes that lead to both
negative and positive experiences (Aspinwall & Taylor, 1993). Upward social
comparison elicits a change in affect (Bäzner et al., 2006) and likely contributes to such
feelings as admiration and inspiration (Brickman & Bulman, 1977) or resentment and
envy (Folger, 1987). Lowered self-esteem resulting from upward social comparison on
social media can lead to depressive symptoms (Liu et al., 2017). In contrast, upward
social comparison can also fulfill the need for self-improvement and foster motivation
(Corcoran et al., 2011).
Recent research has focused on identifying mediating variables that explain the
relationship between social media use and depression (Krasnova et al., 2013; Naja et al.,
2016; Rosen et al., 2013; Steers et al., 2014). For example, Krasnova et al. (2013)
identified a significant relationship between passive social media use and greater selfreported levels of annoyance and irritability related to feelings of envy. Envy has been
found to be a mediator in the relationship between the intensity of passive social media
use and decreased life satisfaction. In order to trigger envy, the domains of the social
comparison target must be relevant to the individual. Passive Facebook use (Frison &
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Eggermont, 2016), overall time spent on Facebook (Steers et al., 2014), use of the “like”
feature (Naja et al., 2016), and greater number of Facebook friends (Rosen et al., 2013)
have all been linked to depression (Frost & Rickwood, 2017). Moreover, passive
Facebook use was associated with more social comparisons and more depressive
symptoms in comparison to active Facebook use (Nisar et al., 2019).
In contrast, active Facebook use, particularly maintaining contact with friends,
reduced the frequency of social comparisons, and in turn, individuals reported fewer
depressive symptoms (Nisar et al., 2019). Similarly, Jelenchick et al. (2013) found that
individuals who actively used Facebook to maintain contact with others have fewer
depressive symptoms than those engaged in passive use (i.e., profile viewing). Given the
research on social media use and depressive symptoms, the purpose of social media use
appears significant in determining certain affective outcomes. As previously discussed,
individuals’ tendencies to post only positive features of their lives on social media can
lead to inaccurate cognitive appraisals that may result in unfavorable comparisons (Steers
et al., 2014). This effect is further exacerbated if individuals passively use social media
and engage in social comparisons with those they have exclusively befriended online
(Nisar et al., 2019). Individuals who lack clarity on their internal standards often engage
in more frequent social comparisons and, therefore, are more vulnerable to experiencing
negative affect when making upward comparisons (White et al., 2006).
Benefits of Social Media
Despite the apparent relationship between social media use and depressive
symptoms, social media use is also associated with benefits for some users. Specifically,
social media is a digital landscape that facilitates expression and expands access to
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connections with other individuals (Boyd & Ellison, 2007). Social connectedness,
positive interactions, and perceived social support on social media are protective factors
that buffer against depressive symptoms (Seabrook et al., 2016; Wang et al., 2014).
Social connectedness has been found to decrease feelings of loneliness (Deters & Mehl,
2013), and in particular, Facebook users reported experiencing feelings of closeness and
belonging within their social networks (Grieve et al., 2013). Moreover, higher levels of
social connectedness on social media are associated with reduced symptoms of
depression and higher levels of life satisfaction and self-esteem (Baek et al., 2013; Frison
& Eggermont, 2016; Grieve et al., 2013; Oh et al., 2014; Sowislo & Orth, 2013; Wright
et al., 2013). Active Facebook use reduces feelings of loneliness (Burke et al., 2010),
with individuals who post weekly updates reporting increased feelings of social
connectedness (Deters & Mehl, 2013). Individuals who have strong offline relationships
have a greater likelihood of actively using social media to maintain relationships, thus
contributing to overall positive outcomes (Burke et al., 2011). In stark contrast, passive
social media use can activate feelings of inferiority (Appel et al., 2015), and for those
with depression, their tendency to engage in social comparison to confirm negative
beliefs (Bäzner et al., 2006) may be maintained by this form of use.
The mere perception of social support in the context of social media has been
found to be an effective protective factor for psychological well-being (Mota Pereira,
2014; Wright et al., 2013). Individuals who feel more socially connected to others on
Facebook report experiencing more positive outcomes, such as improved well-being and
lower levels of anxiety and depression (Grieve et al., 2013). Lakey and Cronin (2008)
found that individuals with depression tend to perceive lower social support from others
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in comparison to their nondepressed counterparts. Depressed individuals’ distortions in
thinking may contribute to their perception that their social networks are less supportive
(Park et al., 2016). Consistent with the literature on depression and the perception of
social support, Davila et al. (2012) found that individuals with depression frequently
perceived more negative experiences or interactions with their peers on social media in
comparison to their nondepressed counterparts. Overall, the perception of social support
was found to be more impactful on reducing depression than actual social support
(McDowell & Serovich, 2007; Park et al., 2016). These findings demonstrate that the
cognitive processes involved in interpreting interactions on social media are influential in
maintaining depressive symptoms.
Depression
Beck’s (1967) cognitive theory of depression is one of the most influential models
that demonstrate the association between cognitive vulnerability and depression (Bäzner
et al., 2006). Beck’s cognitive theory of depression is based on the premise that negative
beliefs about the self are a core feature of depression (Beck, 1967). A fundamental aspect
of Beck’s cognitive theory of depression is the construct of schema. Schemas are
cognitive structures that involve the encoding, comprehension, and retrieval of
information based on the evaluation of stimuli (Beck, 1967). Information is organized
into psychologically relevant categories to help guide attention and the interpretation of
experiences in a meaningful way. Schemas are transcribed into cognitions and refer to the
ideas, judgements, and self-evaluations that become activated when an individual
encounters relevant stimuli. The conceptual framework of schemas functions to classify
stimuli based on assumptions, which can contribute to the misinterpretation and distortion
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of information. The content of schemas relies on broad generalizations that correspond
with the individual’s attitudes, values, and beliefs.
Schemas in psychopathology manifest as misconceptions and unrealistic
expectations. Depressive schemas exemplify themes of self-blame, personal weaknesses,
and faulty expectations. This schematic filter elicits depressive thoughts in response to
almost any external stimuli. The activation of depressive schemas triggers negative
cognitions, inaccurate information processing, and cognitive errors. The erroneous
processing of information increases an individual’s propensity to develop the “negative
cognitive triad,” which refers to an individual’s negative view of the world, the self, and
the future. The onset of depression is related to the activation of this triad.
The diathesis-stress theory suggests that the interplay between a genetic
disposition to depression and stressful life events influences the onset of depression
(Heim et al., 2003; Nesi & Prinstein, 2015; Penza et al., 2003). Beck (1967) noted that
depressive schemas are typically dormant in vulnerable individuals and can be activated
only by relevant stressors. Therefore, individuals with depressive schemas are no more
likely to become depressed than are their counterparts if these schemas are not activated
by a stressful or negative event (Beck, 1967).
Several studies have demonstrated support for Beck’s theory of how activating
stimuli (i.e., mood or event) primed latent dysfunctional thinking in individuals
vulnerable to depression (Hankin et al., 2004; Miranda et al., 1998; Roberts & Kassel,
1996). Overall, depressed individuals demonstrate difficulties with cognitive flexibility
(Channon, 1996; Martin et al., 1991), suggesting that these individuals rely on biased
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cognitive processing during appraisals (Marroquin, 2011). The use of negative cognitions
plays a significant role in the onset and maintenance of depression (Beck, 1967).
Cognitive Distortions
Beck’s (1967) cognitive theory of depression indicates that maladaptive schemas
affect the processing of information. Beck’s theory suggests that depressed individuals
tend to demonstrate more biases in their interpretation of events than do nondepressed
individuals. Additionally, these cognitive biases or distortions moderate individuals’
affective responses to situations (Marroquin, 2011). Cognitive distortions refer to an
individual’s negative thinking errors about the self or the world (Dozois & Beck, 2008)
and are theorized to contribute to an individual’s vulnerability for depression (Rnic et al.,
2016). These automatic thoughts are activated by events and can prompt positive or
negative emotional and behavioral responses (Rnic et al., 2016). Errors in the processing
of cognitions are expected to occur in all individuals, but those with depression
demonstrate more biases against themselves (Beck, 1967). Accordingly, individuals with
depression use negative cognitive distortions more frequently (Blake et al., 2016; Marton
et al., 1993) because depressive schemas are more salient and selective in their
interpretation of events (Beck, 1967). Beck (1967) identified the following examples of
cognitive distortions: arbitrary interpretation, selective abstraction, overgeneralization,
exaggeration, and incorrect labeling.
The ways in which individuals process biased information about themselves, the
world, and others may function to maintain depression (Beck, 1967). These negative
schemas can lead individuals to interpret information in a distorted way. Distorted
patterns of thinking that occur in the social domain may contribute to depressive
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symptomatology (Rnic et al., 2016), especially given that the interpersonal context is a
key feature for onset (Evraire & Dozois, 2011). Depressed individuals tend to focus
attention on themselves, leading them to become more aware of their ideals and how they
compare to those of others (Duval & Wicklund, 1972). Individuals who use social media
do not have full access to information about their peers, and this can lead to errors in
thinking (Denti et al., 2012), especially for those who are more introspective and
sensitive to social information. For example, individuals may make inferences related to a
person’s happiness if they see the person as being “happy” in every picture (Denti et al.,
2012). Individuals often overlook the notion that pictures posted on social media are
inherently taken under positive circumstances (Denti et al., 2012). The tendency to
engage in social comparison may be representative of vulnerabilities in self-concept
(Swallow & Kuiper, 1988), which may manifest as problematic beliefs and patterns of
thinking.
Social Media Use and Mental Health Outcomes
Social media has become ingrained in the facets of communication and has
drastically changed the norms of interaction. Frequent social media use has been found to
contribute to negative health outcomes (Kross et al., 2013). More specifically, Facebook
use has been associated with six mental health outcomes,: anxiety, depression,
disordered eating, negative body image, drinking cognitions, and Facebook addiction
(Frost & Rickwood, 2017). In one study, the use of Facebook at least once during the day
was associated with individuals feeling worse; additionally, frequent Facebook use within
a 2-week period predicted decreases in life satisfaction (Kross et al., 2013). Similarly,
Qui et al. (2012) found that Facebook browsing led individuals to perceive that others
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had lives better than theirs. In Denti et al.’s (2012) study of a Swedish sample, they found
that individuals who engaged in more social media use consequently engaged in social
comparisons more frequently, thereby affecting their overall well-being.
The use of social media may contribute to the internalization of online
experiences that can lead to rumination and excessive social comparisons (Shensa et al.,
2017). Rumination refers to an individual’s tendency to repeatedly focus on the potential
causes and consequences of a situation (Nolen-Hoeksema et al., 2008). Rumination
stemming from negative social comparisons increases an individual’s risk for depressive
symptoms (Feinstein et al., 2013). Interestingly, Rideout and Fox (2018) found that
individuals with moderate to severe depression tend to “like” others’ posts more
frequently and feel more left out when using social media. Marino et al. (2018) recently
conducted a meta-analysis and found that Facebook use was positively correlated with
depression, with sensitivity analyses demonstrating the robustness of these findings.
Kross et al. (2013) examined the effect of Facebook use on subjective well-being
over the course of 2 weeks. Participants received text messages five times per day for 2
weeks. The messages contained a survey link prompting them to answer five questions
that assessed their real-time affect on a 0 to 100 scale (e.g.., “How do you feel right
now?”). Researchers assessed Facebook use by asking the users questions about the
number of times they had used the platform since the last text message they had received
from researchers (i.e., not at all [0] to a lot [100]). Over time, frequent Facebook use
predicted declines in life satisfaction; specifically, the more frequently participants used
Facebook, the more they reported negative affect.
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Similarly, Sagioglou and Greitemeyer (2014) investigated the relationship
between Facebook use and its influence on affect. They found that Facebook use elicited
an immediate mood decrease as measured by the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule
(PANAS; Watson et al., 1988). The decline in mood was attributed to participants’
perceptions that they wasted time and engaged in an activity with little meaning. A
potential explanation for individuals’ continued use of social media despite finding it
meaningless or experiencing mood symptoms may be that these platforms activate the
brain’s reward networks that reinforce and maintain use. For example, reading posts can
be implicitly rewarding in that discovering new information satisfies curiosity (Arnone et
al., 2011). In addition, receiving feedback in the form of “likes” or adding new social
connections is considered social successes that reward the brain (Meshi et al., 2015).
Sagioglou and Greitemeyer’s (2014) study identified that individuals continued to use
Facebook despite mood declines because of the affective forecasting error.
Wilson and Gilbert (2003) defined affective forecasting error as the tendency to
inaccurately predict emotional states following an event. For example, individuals tend to
overestimate positive mood (Wenze et al., 2012), and in the context of social media,
mood improvements are expected after use, but mood is often worsened (Sagioglou &
Greitemeyer, 2014). Krasanova et al. (2013) demonstrated the effect of the forecasting
error and found that users inaccurately reported more positive affect when asked about
their emotionality after using Facebook. Sagioglou and Greitemeyer (2014) found that
participants predicted positive mood effects for Facebook use, in turn contributing to the
amount of time they spent online. Consequently, the time spent on Facebook decreased
overall mood following a 20-minute Facebook session. Notably, these findings
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emphasize the cyclical nature of social media use in maintaining depressive symptoms.
Interestingly, young adults experiencing moderate to severe depression view social media
as being “very” important to reducing isolation, despite their increased likelihood of
taking a break from social media in comparison to their nondepressed peers (Rideout &
Fox, 2018). Allcott et al. (2020) found that individuals who deactivated their Facebook
account for 4 weeks experienced improvements in their subjective well-being as
measured by the Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et al., 1985) and the Subjective
Happiness Scale (Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999).
In summary, social connectedness, social support, and positive interactions on
social media relate to decreased levels of depression, whereas social comparisons and
negative interactions correlate with more depressive symptomatology (Seabrook et al.,
2016). Moreover, rumination was found to be a mechanism that mediated the relationship
between social comparison and depressive symptoms; in other words, social comparison
predicted increases in rumination, leading to the endorsement of depressive symptoms
(Feinstein et al., 2013). Individuals who often negatively compare themselves to others
may have more opportunities on social media to focus on their perceived inferiority
(Feinstein et al., 2013). Social support on social media can be advantageous, but
excessive use that decreases face-to-face interaction can be harmful (Banjanin et al.,
2015). Skues et al. (2012) examined the effects of loneliness related to Facebook use and
found that loneliness predicted more online friends. Furthermore, Teppers et al. (2014)
pointed out that if social needs, such as creating and maintaining relationships, are not
satisfied, poorer mental health outcomes may arise. Social media has both its advantages
and disadvantages, and this duality contributes to the difficulties in establishing concrete
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connections in research (Banjanin et al., 2015). Therefore, greater understanding of the
cognitive processes that accompany specific types of social media use may assist in better
understanding the relationship between depressive symptoms and social media (Baker &
Perez Algorta, 2016). More specifically, the quality of individuals’ cognitive experiences
on social media may be more likely than time spent to contribute to poorer mental health
outcomes (Davila et al., 2012; Wright et al., 2013).
Although time spent on such sites as Facebook relates to depression, the dynamic
cognitive processes that occur during this time may function as the mechanism by which
depressive symptoms develop. Specifically, the development of depressive symptoms
may be dependent on social comparative behaviors, regardless of the direction (Steers et
al., 2014). Yoon et al. (2019) recently conducted a meta-analysis and concluded that one
possible explanation for the relationship between depression and social media use could
be that depression may lead to more negative interactions on social media, thus
contributing to individuals feeling less supported. Notably, errors in the processing of
information for those with depression highlight a tendency to negatively interpret social
information (Bäzner et al., 2006). Consequently, in the context of social media, longer
term use may contribute to stronger beliefs that others are “happier” and that life is
“unfair” (Chou & Edge, 2012). Whereas negative self-evaluations are central to
depression (Beck, 1967), these evaluations heavily rely on social comparison processes
(Bäzner et al., 2006). Moreover, depressed individuals are sensitive to social information
and are more likely than their non-depressed counterparts to focus on the possibility that
their peers may be doing better than they are (Swallow & Kuiper, 1993). The majority of
studies examining the relationship between social media use and depression have
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revealed a complex relationship that implicates many mediating and moderating factors
(Baker & Perez Algorta, 2016), including use, time spent, and social factors (Seabrook et
al., 2016). Taken together, the gap in the literature related to identifying specific
moderators in the relationship between social media use and depression prompts further
empirical evaluation.
Methodological Issues in Current Research
A number of key emerging conceptual issues in the study of social media use are
embedded in research design, methodology, and operationalization. Current research in
the area of social media and mental health outcomes has predominantly employed a
cross-sectional design, thus inhibiting the ability to establish the direction of the
relationship and control for confounding factors (Frost & Rickwood, 2017; Marino et al.,
2018). Another limitation is related to recruitment; many studies use convenience
sampling and include samples of overrepresented young, White, female participants
(Frost & Rickwood, 2017). The lack of diverse participants is problematic given the
diversity of social media account holders. Furthermore, the variability in the
conceptualization and operationalization of social media use is significant (Frost &
Rickwood, 2017), possibly contributing to the mixed findings in research. Specific
distinctions in the operationalization of social media use can help to further elucidate the
underlying mechanisms that maintain the relationship between social media use and
depressive symptoms. Many studies also used self-report measures to gather data about
social media use and individual characteristics (Marino et al., 2018), presenting concerns
related to recall bias and social desirability (Althubaiti, 2016). Recall bias was presented
in a study by Junco (2013), which found that self-reports of time spent on Facebook were
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inconsistent, as participants reported more time spent than the computer monitoring
software showed. Currently, consistent measures of social media use do not exist, with
the majority of scales using Likert ratings that may foster acquiescence response bias
(Frost & Rickwood, 2017). In order to address bias, statistical corrections, balanced
scales, and item-specific questions should be used (Kuru & Pasek, 2016). In addition,
future research should address the implications of social media use longitudinally
(Seabrook et al., 2016).
Attention in Depression
Investigations of potential variables that moderate the relationship between social
media use and depression have focused on information-processing factors identified in
etiological models of depression. Information processing has been identified as a
determinant of depressive symptomatology based on the cognitive model (Beck, 2008).
Evidence supports the idea that individuals with depression demonstrate attentional
biases that are oriented toward negative emotional stimuli (Mathews & MacLeod, 2005),
from which they find disengagement difficult (Gotlib & Joormann, 2010). Moreover,
these individuals are more likely to experience intrusive negative thoughts that are
challenging to modify in working memory (Hertel & Gerstle, 2003; Joormann et al.,
2007). Depressed individuals also have difficulties with identifying positive stimuli in the
environment (Joorman & Gotlib, 2006), and when they are directed toward positive
information, their mood worsens (Joorman et al., 2007). Fesser et al. (2013) used
functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) to examine the neural responses of
positive and negative emotional expectancies in participants with depression. Researchers
briefly presented positive, negative, and neutral pictures with preceding expectancy cues
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related to emotional valence. Afterwards, participants were required to rate the pictures
they saw on a 9-point scale ranging from unpleasant to pleasant. Prefrontal cortical
regions (i.e., inferior frontal gyrus, Brodmann area 44) were implicated for depressed
participants, revealing lowered responses to positive expectancy.
Attentional bias is significant in depressive cognitions related to rumination,
which is considered to be a persistent focus on negative information (Nolen-Hoeksema et
al., 2008; Watkins, 2008). Rumination is an emotion regulation coping strategy that is
misleadingly believed to help with problem solving (Papageorgiou & Wells, 2001).
Rumination elicits emotional processing and functions to maintain attention on negative
stimuli, particularly with information that is relevant to the self (Wisco, 2009), thereby
contributing to depressive symptoms (Nolen-Hoeksema et al., 2008). Joorman and Gotlib
(2010) found that individuals with depression had difficulties with the inhibition of
negative material, leading to increased rumination and decreased reappraisals. More
specifically, increased levels of rumination were associated with higher depression scores
on the Beck Depression Inventory (BDI), while frequent use of reappraisals contributed
to lower BDI scores.
Similarly, Feinstein et al. (2013) identified rumination as a mechanism that was
associated with the endorsement of depressive symptoms. Rumination related to
perceived inferiority stemmed from social comparisons that heightened depressive
symptoms as a result of difficulties with interpersonal problem solving and negative
views of the future. Feinstein et al. (2013) posited that difficulties with attentiveness to
positive features in an individual’s environment can lead to increased focus on negative
confirmatory information on social media. In addition, depressed individuals’ tendencies
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to ruminate foster their openness to social comparison information (Morrow & NolenHoeksema, 1990). Thus, these individuals are more likely to draw more negative
conclusions about themselves because these judgements are related to the interpretation
of the social information (Ahrens & Alloy, 1997). Seabrook et al. (2016) proposed that
depression may serve as an antecedent to maladaptive social media use based on
individuals’ interpretations of social and emotional content. The processing of
information within the social media environment automatically prompts social
comparison processes (Dunning & Hayes, 1996), even if the information derived from
the comparison target is not useful (Gilbert et al., 1995). The activation of these
comparison processes requires a comparison standard, which functions to provide
information that would otherwise be unavailable to the individual (Mussweiler &
Epstude, 2009).
Depression and Social Comparison
Depression influences individuals’ interpretations of information on social media,
and depressed individuals are more likely to perceive themselves as being inferior,
unhappier, and less attractive than their peers (Appel et al., 2015). Meta-analyses found
upward social comparison on social media to be strongly related to depressive symptoms
(Yoon et al., 2019). The overestimation of peers’ happiness and success on social media
can influence individuals’ self-perceptions and contribute to decreased well-being.
Individuals who engage in social comparison to those they believe to be more successful
than they are often experience negative self-evaluations (Ahrens & Alloy, 1997).
Negative self-evaluations are central to depression (Beck, 1967) and rely heavily on
social comparison processes (Bäzner et al., 2006). Individuals with depression engage in
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social comparison more frequently than their nondepressed counterparts (Bäzner et al.,
2006). These comparative processes activate feelings of deprivation, leading individuals
to interpret trivial events as considerable losses (Beck, 1967).
Self-evaluations for individuals with depression are often unfavorable, and they
view themselves as being inferior, less intelligent, and less successful than those in their
social and occupational groups (Beck, 1967; Swallow & Kuiper, 1990; Wheeler &
Miyake, 1992). Moreover, they often seek and are more sensitive to social comparison
information (Ahrens & Alloy, 1997; Swallow & Kuiper, 1990). Despite individuals’
motivations for improvement, upward comparisons may also be threatening to the self,
possibly leading to defensive reactions (Corcoran et al., 2011) or derogation of the
standard (Parks-Stamm et al., 2008). In contrast, downward social comparison elicits
feelings of either schadenfreude (i.e., pleasure from others’ adversity) and pride (Smith et
al., 1996) or pity (Wood & VanderZee, 1997) and sympathy (Rosenthal-von der Pütten et
al., 2019). Individuals who feel socially threatened on a certain dimension of ability
frequently compare themselves to those perceived to be weak in that area (Hakmiller,
1966).
Haferkamp and Kramer (2011) found that viewing social media profiles of
attractive individuals led to decreased mood and less satisfaction with one’s physical
appearance. Attractive profiles also produced feelings of inferiority and envy, with
effects being more distinct in individuals with depression (Appel et al., 2015). Robinson
et al. (2019) found that individuals were more likely to meet the criteria for a major
depressive disorder if they frequently engaged in upward social comparison, were more
bothered than others when tagged in unflattering pictures, and were less likely to post
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pictures of themselves. Negative experiences on social media tend to have more
significant effects (Primack et al., 2018), with depressed adolescents and young adults
reporting more negative experiences online than their non-depressed counterparts
(Rideout & Fox, 2018).
Perspectives on Social Comparison
Social comparison is recognized as a fundamental trait of human sociality. Social
comparison refers to the tendency to compare one’s own characteristics to those of others
(Festinger, 1954). Studies of social comparison have emphasized the notion that
individuals engage in comparison for self-evaluative or self-enhancement purposes.
Several factors influence individuals’ choices in comparison standards (Corcoran et al.,
2011). When individuals are motivated to gain accurate evaluations of the self, they
engage in comparisons with similar others. In stark contrast, when individuals want to
enhance their sense of self, they seek others perceived as inferior for comparison to
maintain their positive self-image.
Gilbert et al. (1995) theorized that social comparison is a two-step process, with
automaticity being the first step. Specifically, individuals tend to engage in social
comparison through unconscious cognitive processes that lead to immediate negative
responses to information. Similarly, the automaticity of negative thoughts related to
depression can trigger negative emotions, such as despair, sadness, and fear (Beck, 1967).
These automatic negative thoughts can influence individuals’ interpretations of
information about themselves, the world, and the future (Beck, 1967). The engagement in
social comparison could activate negative schemas maintained by the cognitive triad.

SOCIAL MEDIA USE AND DEPRESSION

26

Subsequently, the second stage prompts individuals to engage in a corrective
process that reverses the initial negative effects of social comparison through cognitive
evaluation (Gilbert et al., 1995). Individuals can “correct” their social comparisons by
reminding themselves that the comparisons are either irrelevant or inequitable (e.g., “I
feel stupid for not knowing the answers like this person, but then again, this person did
have more training on this topic than I did.”). Despite the cognitive reappraisal,
individuals may still experience negative affect from the initial comparison (Gilbert et al.,
1995). In the context of social media viewing, individuals with depression may have
difficulties with cognitively reappraising the content of social comparisons resulting from
the activation of negative self-schemas. Gilbert et al.’s (1995) theory provides a rationale
as to how underlying cognitive mechanisms can unintentionally contribute to affective
changes despite the conscious intention to reverse these cognitive effects.
As noted, some social comparative processes are spontaneous and unintentional
(Mussweiler et al., 2004). Mussweiler et al. (2004) found that if individuals were engaged
in self-reflection, fleeting exposures to comparison standards were sufficient in activating
social comparison processes. Participants in the study were subliminally primed with
high versus low social comparison standards during self-evaluation in such domains as
athletic ability. Participants were prompted to engage in self-reflection about their athletic
abilities for approximately 1 minute while being subliminally presented with varying
standards of athleticism (i.e., Bill Clinton, Nicki Lauda, Pope John Paul, and Michael
Jordan). Afterwards, participants had to report the maximum number of push-ups they
believed they could complete in addition to their completion time for a 100-meter run.
When participants were presented with a high standard, they rated themselves as less
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athletic. These findings demonstrated that the social comparison standards influenced
self-evaluations, even when it was outside of the individual’s awareness. The
implications of this study are significant in examining the impact of spontaneous and
fleeting social comparisons in the context of social media. The findings suggest that
passive activities, such as profile viewing, may exacerbate the tendency for social
comparison, even if the comparison standard is significantly different from the self.
Festinger’s Social Comparison Theory
According to Festinger (1954), social comparison functions as the mechanism that
influences individuals’ evaluations of their traits and abilities in order to gain objective
social information. Individuals are likely to evaluate their own abilities in relation to
others similar to themselves (Festinger, 1954). Social comparison processes are prompted
most frequently by ambiguous circumstances that require a basis for self-evaluation.
Furthermore, individuals are motivated to engage in social comparison because of the
need to maintain consistent and accurate perceptions of the self. In Festinger’s (1954)
theory, two types of social comparison are presented: (a) upward social comparison,
which occurs when individuals make comparisons of themselves with others who are
perceived to be better than they are and (b) downward social comparison, which occurs
when individuals compare themselves to those who are perceived to be less fortunate
than they are.
In addition to accurate self-evaluation as one driver of social comparison,
alternative motivations for social comparison have also been studied. Thornton and
Arrowood (1966) identified motivations for social comparison to include not only selfevaluation but also self-enhancement (Brown, 2012; Taylor & Brown, 1994).
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Specifically, Thornton and Arrowood (1966) found that individuals had a tendency to
compare themselves to those who were “better off” than themselves. In addition,
individuals also had a tendency to distort or disregard social comparison information in
order to improve their self-esteem.
Downward Social Comparison
Early developments in the empirical study of downward social comparison
addressed the conditions in which this comparative strategy was employed. Wills (1981)
proposed a theory of downward social comparison that suggests that subjective wellbeing can be improved by comparing oneself to a less fortunate individual. Wills (1981)
identified two types of downward comparisons, active and passive downward
comparison. In active downward comparison, individuals may derogate, mock, or cause
harm to someone. In passive downward comparison, individuals may respond to
opportunities to socially compare oneself to those less fortunate (Wills, 1981). For
example, an active downward comparison requires that an individual demeans a target in
order to create a situation in which the target is seen as “worse off” (e.g., individuals who
are frequent users of Facebook, but distance themselves from the prototype by calling
others “Facebook addicts”). On the other hand, passive downward comparison occurs
when individuals respond to information that the other person is worse off (e.g., reading
about individuals who experience significant difficulty from frequent Facebook use).
Upward Social Comparison
Individuals tend to cognitively process self-relevant information that helps to
foster positive representations of the self (Sedikides & Strube, 1997). Self-relevant
information processing is influenced by memory and has been shown to bias encoding
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and retrieval (Sedikides & Strube, 1997). For example, individuals demonstrated
distortions in memory as evidenced by the recall of elevated performances on a task
(Crary, 1966) and the tendency to remember positive attributes more than negative
attributes (Kuiper & Derry, 1982; Skowronski et al., 1991). Moreover, individuals tend to
process positive information about themselves more quickly than they process negative
information (Kuiper & Derry, 1982; Skowronski et al., 1991) and are more likely to
devote more time to reading positive self-relevant information (Baumeister & Cairns,
1992). In general, individuals are motivated to protect their self-concepts from negative
information in order to maintain or increase their self-esteem (Sedikides & Strube, 1997).
Whereas upward social comparison may facilitate motivation for self-improvement,
individuals can also experience lowered self-esteem (Collins, 1995), which has been
shown to correlate with depression (Orth et al., 2008; Rieger et al., 2016).
Collins (1995) identified that the outcomes for upward social comparison may
engage both self-enhancement and negative self-evaluations. Moreover, the author found
that when individuals engage in upward social comparison, assimilation or contrast may
occur, and these processes are important in explaining affective outcomes. Assimilation
occurs when individuals see similarities between themselves and the comparison, thereby
contributing to positive effects. However, if upward social comparisons highlight
substantial differences in traits or abilities in relation to the comparison standard, contrast
effects can prompt negative emotional consequences (Collins, 1995). This may suggest
that the cognitive appraisals used during these comparison processes may be more
important than the direction of the comparison (Pelham, 1991).
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Self-Evaluation Maintenance Model
As previously stated, self-evaluation is one of the hypothesized drivers of social
comparison processes. Self-evaluation helps individuals relate to the social information
presented (Mussweiler et al., 2004); in fact, the extensive use of self-evaluative thoughts
when presented with social information further facilitates individuals’ ongoing
engagement in comparative processes. The self-evaluation maintenance (SEM) model
proposes that individuals strive to maintain positive evaluations of the self that are also
influenced by others’ performances (Tesser, 1988). This model is comprised of two
critical processes: (a) the reflection process and (b) the comparison process. These
processes interact and lead to opposing effects. The comparison process influences selfevaluations, specifically in regard to performance in relevant and important domains
involving peers, thereby prompting reflection. Overall, the model focuses on the
influence of others’ performances on individuals’ perceptions of the self.
When individuals experience threats to the self that stem from comparisons to
their peers, they use a variety of strategies to alleviate these threats. Although engaging in
social comparison with similar peers is easier for individuals, the success experienced by
these peers can decrease an individual’s self-evaluation as a result of the comparison of
abilities (Pleban & Tesser, 1981). In order to preserve their sense of self, individuals tend
to reduce their closeness to high-performing peers or they minimize the importance of a
particular task (Tesser & Campbell, 1980). Consequently, self-preservation adversely
affects accurate evaluations of the self because the relevance or importance of the task
contributes to the persons’ perceptions of their abilities in that domain (Tesser et al.,
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1988). The impact of cognitive appraisals in the evaluation of the self is evident during
these social comparison processes and contributes to affective outcomes.
Self-evaluations can influence affective outcomes (Higgins, 1987). When
engaging in self-evaluation in the context of social comparison, a discrepancy may exist
between the ideal self and actual abilities or status. The discrepancy between the actual
self and the ideal self may cause an individual to experience such emotions as
disappointment, sadness, and dissatisfaction. These emotions may be particularly salient
while viewing the social media information of peers (Higgins, 1987). Individuals with
such self-discrepancies may be more likely to engage in maladaptive emotion regulation
strategies and be more vulnerable to experiencing depressive symptoms (Mason et al.,
2019). These negative affective outcomes may then contribute to the cognitive processes
that initiate or maintain emotional disorders (Strauman, 1992).
Social Cognition
Social cognition examines the way individuals’ cognitive processes and behaviors
are influenced by others in the environment (Operario & Fiske, 1999). In the context of
social comparison, these cognitive processes shape an individual’s motivation, selfperception, affect, and behavior (Corcoran et al., 2011). Social cognition also focuses on
the concept of “cognitive misers” and provides insight into why individuals continuously
engage in social comparative behaviors. According to the principles of social cognition,
cognitive misers refer to the brain’s tendencies to efficiently engage in problem solving
(Operario & Fiske, 1999). Individuals are more apt to engage in cognitive short cuts (i.e.,
schemas) rather than thorough deliberation when making inferences about information
(Operario & Fiske, 1999). The use of cognitive short cuts enhances efficiency, conserves
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scarce mental resources, and increases the accessibility of self-knowledge (Operario &
Fiske, 1999). Given the frequency of social comparison, these processes have likely
become automatic (Bargh & Chartrand, 1999), allowing individuals to continuously
engage in comparisons without exhausting their cognitive resources (Mussweiler et al.,
2004). Furthermore, the limited range of information used for evaluation increases the
frequency and ease of social comparison (Mussweiler & Epstude, 2009). In other words,
individuals are more likely to make decisions more quickly when there is less
information to consider (Mussweiler & Epstude, 2009). The underlying motives for
engaging in social comparison are multifaceted and involve motives to satisfy selfevaluation needs and achieve efficiency in the processing of social information.
Social Comparison and Affect
The processes underlying social comparison have been found to facilitate
affective outcomes (Buunk & Gibbons, 2007). Gibbons (1986) demonstrated that
downward social comparison improves the overall affect of depressed individuals. Two
studies were conducted to examine the social comparison processes in samples of
depressed and nondepressed participants. The first study assessed participants’
preferences for social comparison. Participants were asked to write a statement about a
recent positive or negative event. They were then asked to choose statements from one of
seven categories. These categories were based on affect (very positive to very negative)
with statements belonging to other participants. Generally, the study found that
participants had a preference for positive statements if they had written a positive
statement themselves. In contrast, depressed participants had a tendency to choose
negative affective statements. Responses from depressed participants suggested that they
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engaged in downward comparison most likely because it functioned to reduce negative
mood. The second study tested this theory directly by asking depressed and nondepressed
participants to write statements about any event that may have impacted them.
Participants’ moods were assessed, and they were instructed to read a negative statement,
hypothetically written by another participant. Subsequent mood was assessed after
participants read the statements. The study found that reading negative statements
improved the mood of depressed participants, thus indicating that downward social
comparison contributed to affective changes. Similarly, Wills (1981) identified distress as
a trigger for downward social comparisons.
Developmental and Cultural Processes of Social Comparison
Developmental research has demonstrated that children express critical cognitive
skills, such as comparison, early in their development (Gentner & Medina, 1998). LoBue
et al. (2011) conducted a study that examined the effects of social comparison on
children’s affect. Researchers distributed an unequal number of sticker rewards to
children and explored their responses related to the inequity. Results suggested that
children as young as 3 years old were aware of and emotionally reactive to the unfair
distribution of stickers in comparison to their peers.
Moreover, as children continue to cognitively develop and transition through
school, they become increasingly aware of the positive and negative feelings related to
social comparison (Pomerantz et al., 1995). Self-evaluations related to performance have
a critical impact on children’s motivation and achievement (Schunk & Pajares, 2002).
Middle childhood is considered to be a developmental period during which social
comparison becomes significant for self-evaluation (Ruble et al., 1980). During middle
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childhood, negative feedback influences self-evaluations (Ruble et al., 1980) and may
reduce motivation (Butler, 1989). As children age, they experience greater sensitivity to
social comparison feedback because they interpret failure as fixed weaknesses in ability
(Butler, 1989). Children consistently tend to use information about their peers’ traits and
abilities to modify their self-evaluations (Lapan & Boseovski, 2017). In addition, older
children perceive overt social comparison to be boasting behavior, illustrating their
awareness of the social consequences of self-presentation (Pomerantz et al., 1995). These
cognitive developments in the perception and interpretation of social comparison
information are considerably influenced by peer and academic socialization processes
(Cimpian, 2017).
Callan et al. (2015) found that age differences affected social comparison
tendencies, with older adults (60+ years old) demonstrating weaker tendencies than
younger adults (i.e., aged 18-30 years). Callan et al. (2015) proposed that older adults
were more likely to engage in self-evaluation related to their past experiences rather than
comparison to their peers (Suls & Mullen, 1982). Song et al. (2019) found that crosscultural differences exist in motivation for engaging in social comparison. For example,
South Koreans’ motivations for social comparison related to bonding and selfimprovement, whereas Americans were motivated to engage in self-enhancement and
altruism (Park et al., 2016). Taken together, these findings suggest that social
comparisons are influenced by critical developmental and socialization processes across
the lifespan.

SOCIAL MEDIA USE AND DEPRESSION

35

Gender, Social Relationships, and Social Comparison
The process of gender socialization begins at birth (Peterson & Hann, 1999) and
systematically continues throughout development, shaping an individual’s beliefs and
attitudes about role-related behaviors (Bussey & Bandura, 1999). Through socialization,
individuals are encouraged to engage in stereotypical behaviors, such as competitiveness
and aggressiveness for men, and nurturance and intimacy (e.g., building relationships) for
women (Marini, 1988). These behaviors are consistently reinforced within the family
environment, educational system, media, and peer groups (Marini, 1988). Owing to the
nature of socialization for women, the inherent primary care-taking roles significantly
influence the development of social needs related to caring for others (Chodorow, 1978;
Gilligan, 1982). Women demonstrate a tendency to engage in more socially supportive
behaviors with kin and nonkin than men (Wellman & Wortley, 1990). Specifically,
women’s engagement in positive social relationships enhances psychological well-being,
whereas for men, the function of social relationships is more important (Umberson et al.,
1996). Moreover, for men, social relationships are instrumental in that these relationships
serve practical functions, whereas for women, social relationships emphasize intimacy.
Women tend to have greater social support networks, but also report higher levels
of interpersonal stress (Davis et al., 1999), which can contribute to higher rates of
depression (Leach et al., 2008). This finding that women report more interpersonal stress
demonstrates significant differences in the quality and purpose of relationships that affect
an individual’s psychological well-being. Furthermore, studies have identified that
women are more interested in social comparison than men (Gibbons & Buunk, 1999;
Guimond et al., 2007). Gibbons and Buunk (1999) found that individuals high in social
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comparison orientation were also high in communal orientation, suggesting that those
who are more interpersonally oriented are more sensitive to others’ behaviors and are
more uncertain of themselves. Given that women develop stronger needs and interests in
social relationships, it is plausible that they would score higher on
interpersonal/communal orientation than men (Guimond & Chatard, 2014).
Identified gender has been found to be associated with differences in social media
use, with women being more likely to use social media and for different purposes than
men (Denti et al., 2012; Guadagno et al., 2011; Hargittai, 2007; Muscanell & Guadagno,
2012; Raacke & Bonds-Raacke, 2008). The purpose of social media use for women is
related to socializing and maintaining relationships (Guadagno et al., 2011; Muscanell &
Guadagno, 2012). Men tend to use social media for task-focused activities that promote
achievement, such as networking, and for making new friends, dating, and playing games
(Guadagno et al., 2011; Muscanell & Guadagno, 2012; Raacke & Bonds-Raacke, 2008).
Helgeson (1994) identified that men’s gender roles encourage adventurousness; therefore,
men may be more willing to form new online relationships. On the other hand, women
are oriented toward relationship maintenance (Williams et al., 2009) and are more
concerned with privacy, thus contributing to their tendency to engage in online
interactions with friends who are already in their social circle (Fogel & Nehmad, 2009).
Similarly, Denti et al. (2012) found that, on average, individuals logged into their
Facebook account 6.1 times per day. Women are more active in their daily Facebook use,
spending approximately 81 minutes in comparison to their male counterparts, who spend
64 minutes on Facebook. This pattern of use indicates that, in comparison to men, women
use Facebook more habitually and believe that its use is more important. Women may be
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more vulnerable to the effects of social comparison because they rely heavily on this
platform as a social tool to maintain their relationships. Furthermore, women highly value
social relationships and often derive their identities from these relationships. In contrast,
men are less vulnerable to these effects because they view social media as less important
and as a tool to pass time (Denti et al., 2012).
Overall, gender is associated with the likelihood of engaging in social
comparison, with greater tendencies occurring in individuals identifying as a woman.
Likewise, this effect has been found in social comparison research examining its effects
on social media use. Haferkamp et al. (2012) found that women are more apt to compare
themselves with others, as evidenced by their frequent viewing of profiles in order to gain
more information about their peers. In addition, women tend to be more concerned about
others’ perceptions of them, and social media alleviates these concerns because
individuals can easily create and adjust their presentations of themselves (Haferkamp et
al., 2012). The search for comparative information on social media enables women to
consistently monitor and adapt their presentations. Women also demonstrate a preference
for posting portrait photographs, possibly attributable to a need for positive evaluations
related to physical attractiveness (Haferkamp et al., 2012). Generally, these findings
indicate that the motivations for social media use are varied by identified gender, with
men focusing on the pragmatics of social relationships and women exhibiting a tendency
to engage in social comparisons to adjust self-presentation.
Social Comparison and Social Media
Historically, research on social comparison has focused on face-to-face
interactions, but the current trend of social media now provides an online platform for

SOCIAL MEDIA USE AND DEPRESSION

38

this process (Nisar et al., 2019). Although social comparison occurs online, the purpose
of these comparative processes remains consistent (McKenna & Bargh, 2000). Young
adults reported feeling pressure after social comparisons, with 57% indicating that they
believe others are better off than they are (Rideout & Fox, 2018). Additionally, young
adults between the ages of 18 and 34 years spend approximately 6 hours weekly using
social media (Nielsen, 2016). This population spends a significant amount of time on
social media viewing peers’ profiles, photos (Pempek et al., 2009), and status updates
(Denti et al., 2012), thereby providing ample opportunity to engage in negative selfcomparisons with their social media peers (Nesi & Prinstein, 2015). Social comparison
occurs when social media users make inferences based on the social information
provided, possibly influencing self-perceptions (Nesi & Prinstein, 2015). Moreover,
social media users on Facebook tend to skew their posts to more positive events and
emotions, (Denti et al., 2012), thereby positively enhancing self-presentation (Cramer et
al., 2016). The propensity for peers to present the more interesting parts of their lives can
initiate adverse effects in social media users’ social comparison processes (Mehdizadeh,
2010). This skewed perspective may lead social media users to develop faulty inferences
about themselves (i.e., they are less happy or successful in comparison to their peers;
Denti et al., 2012).
Denti et al. (2012) assessed Facebook use by adapting questions from the SelfReport Habit Index and items from two other studies (i.e., Joinson, 2008; Quan-Haase &
Young, 2010). The Short Depression-Happiness Scale was subsequently used to measure
subjective well-being (Verplanken & Orbell, 2003). Findings indicated that the intensity
of social comparative processes influenced subjective well-being (Denti et al., 2012), that
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is, the more that individuals used Facebook, the more they engaged in upward social
comparisons that made them feel less “successful.” For example, women who reported
feeling less satisfied with their lives spent more time using Facebook (Denti et al., 2012).
Social media platforms often prompt upward social comparisons because of the
interactions with similar peers (Appel et al., 2016). Given the immediacy and ease of
access to social media, social comparison on these platforms can occur automatically
because of the breadth of information provided. In fact, individuals with a Smartphone
check their Facebook profile on average at least 14 times per day (Subbaraman, 2013),
and according to Nielsen (2016), 57% of frequent social media users (i.e., those who
spend 3 or more hours online) had visited a friend’s profile within the previous 30 days.
Women who use social media are more likely to compare themselves to others on the
basis of physical attractiveness (Haferkamp & Krämer, 2011) and often post more
pictures than men (Stefanone et al., 2011). These platforms provide numerical
representation tools, such as “likes,” that are socially relevant in providing reinforcement
for comparison (Carr et al., 2016). An example of how “likes” can be used as social
comparative tools on social media include, “Did I receive more ‘likes’ than my friend for
my vacation photo?” (Rosenthal-von der Pütten et al., 2019). “Likes” on social media is a
learned secondary reinforcer that fulfills one’s social belongingness needs through
positive feedback from others (Rosenthal-von der Pütten et al., 2019). This form of
feedback is likened to social support (Wohn et al., 2016), and individuals appear to be
sensitive to the number of “likes” they receive from others (Scissors et al., 2016).
Moreover, individuals are more apt to “like” photos that accumulated more “likes” in
contrast to those that received fewer “likes” (Sherman et al., 2016).
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Individuals who receive minimal feedback in the form of comments and “likes”
on social media may perceive this as social rejection, possibly contributing to negative
affect (Deters & Mehl, 2013). Rosenthal-von der Pütten et al. (2019) conducted an
experiment in which 118 participants between the ages of 23 and 28 years compared their
own selfies with others’ selfies that had a certain number of “likes.” Social comparisons
were considered to be unfavorable (i.e., receiving fewer “likes” than other person) or
favorable (i.e., receiving more “likes” than other person). Researchers found that “likes”
were used as social comparative information for affective outcomes; participants reported
feeling better when they received more “likes.” Affect was measured using a 10-point
Likert scale that ranged from negative to positive. “Likes” were indicators of social
acceptance, influencing how individuals perceived their posted content in comparison to
that of their peers (Rosenthal-von der Pütten et al., 2019). “Likes” on social media
quantify social support and contribute to the ways in which individuals engage in
comparative processes to clarify their social standing with others. Relying on this feature
in social comparisons could prompt individuals to inaccurately evaluate their traits and
abilities. The biased processing of social information has significant implications for
affective outcomes, especially depression (Feinstein et al., 2013).
As mentioned previously, upward social comparison occurs when individuals
compare themselves to others whom they consider to be better or more successful than
they are (Festinger, 1954), and it is associated with more depressive symptoms in the
context of social media (Feinstein et al., 2013; Nesi & Prinstein, 2015). Feinstein et al.
(2013) included 268 college-aged young adults in their study to examine whether social
comparison on Facebook led to depressive symptoms. In order to assess for social
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comparison tendency specifically on Facebook, they used the Social Comparison Rating
Scale (SCR; Allan & Gilbert, 1995) and subsequently the Iowa-Netherlands Comparison
Orientation Measure (INCOM) to evaluate an individual’s overall tendency to engage in
social comparison (Gibbons & Bunnk, 1999). Depression was measured using the Center
for Epidemiological Studies-Depression Scale (CESD; Radloff, 1977). Feinstein et al.
(2013) found that upward social comparison often led to rumination and contributed to
individuals’ persistent focus on their perceived inferiority, thereby decreasing mood.
Upward social comparison prompts individuals to become more aware of their inferiority
to their peers (Liu et al., 2017). Additionally, de Vries and Kühne (2015) examined the
relationship between Facebook use and upward social comparison in a sample of younger
adults between the ages of 18 to 25 years. Researchers adapted items from other
measures to assess for social comparison and asked participants about the level to which
they agreed with two statements (i.e., “When I read the news feed or see photos of others,
I often think that [a] others have better lives than I do; [b]) others are doing better than I
am”; de Vries & Kühne, 2015). Individuals who engaged in upward social comparison on
social media were more likely to have negative self-perceptions related to social
competence and physical attractiveness (de Vries & Kühne, 2015). Furthermore, Faranda
and Roberts (2019) found that in a sample of 181 younger adults aged 18 to 25 years,
they were more likely to engage in more negative social comparisons (i.e., comparisons
unfavorable to the self) while on Facebook than when they were offline. Weaknesses in
self-concept may function to prompt individuals to frequently engage in upward
comparisons (Swallow & Kuiper, 1988), and given that social media is likely to increase
an individual’s vulnerability to depression, these chronic negative self-evaluations may
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become more prevalent as a result of the exposure to social information (Faranda &
Roberts, 2019).
Mediators and Moderators of Social Comparison on Social Media
Social comparison orientation (SCO) refers to the degree and frequency to which
individuals compare themselves to others (Gibbons & Buunk, 1999). Recent research has
examined SCO in the context of social media and found that individuals with high SCO
tend to frequently engage in comparisons online (Lee, 2014). Moreover, individuals with
high SCO are more attentive to others’ behaviors (Gibbons & Buunk, 1999) and tend to
make more upward social comparisons (Wang et al., 2017).
Similarly, Vogel et al. (2015) identified SCO as a moderator in the investigation
of profile viewing on self-perception. Participants high in SCO were found to have more
negative affect, lower self-esteem, and lower self-perceptions following a brief viewing
of profiles on Facebook. Notably, individuals with high SCO are unsure about themselves
(Buunk & Gibbons, 2007); hence, they may seek more comparative information for selfevaluation on social media (Vogel et al., 2015). Moreover, individuals who are more
skeptical about the accuracy of others’ self-presentations on social media may be less
likely to internalize negative self-perceptions (Walther et al., 2009). SCO has been found
to strengthen the relationship between passive social media use and upward social
comparison (Wang et al., 2017). More specifically, following friends or acquaintances on
social media increases the likelihood of upward social comparison in contrast to
following strangers (Lup et al., 2015). Taken together, Wang et al. (2017) found that
upward social comparison mediated the associations between passive social media use
and lowered subjective well-being and self-evaluations. SCO was found to moderate the
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relationship between upward social comparison and passive social media use. As a result,
individuals who passively use social media may be more likely to engage in upward
social comparison, thereby possibly activating negative evaluations that influence selfperception (Wang et al., 2017).
Another recent study, conducted by Liu et al. (2017), examined the moderating
role of optimism and the mediating role of self-esteem in the relationship between
upward social comparison and depression in the context of social media. Individuals who
engaged in upward social comparison (as measured by the INCOM) experienced lowered
self-esteem, contributing to depressive symptomatology. The direct and indirect effects of
upward social comparison on depressive symptoms were moderated by optimism, with
the potency of effects being more evident in individuals with low optimism. Furthermore,
the extent of individuals’ optimism led them to respond differently to the effects of
upward social comparison on social media, with higher levels of optimism serving as a
protective factor against negative outcomes. In general, these findings demonstrate the
applicability of the diathesis stress model in that variations in individual traits implicate
different responses to stress and experiences (Monroe & Simons, 1991).
Conclusion
In summary, a significant body of research suggests an association between social
media use and depressive symptoms. However, the mechanisms underlying this
relationship are not yet understood, particularly surrounding cognitive processes that can
occur during social media viewing. Owing to the widespread use of social media among
younger adults, the examination of its implications for mental health is especially critical
during this period of development. This period of emerging adulthood emphasizes the

SOCIAL MEDIA USE AND DEPRESSION

44

exploration of identity in terms of making decisions about potential careers, relationships,
and educational directions (Arnett, 2010). Uncertainty in this developmental phase
highlights the salience of social comparative processes that individuals use to better
understand their traits and abilities in relation to others (Festinger, 1954). Notably,
depression tends to peak in early adulthood (Mojtabai et al., 2016), thereby increasing an
individual’s risk for impairment in various domains of functioning (Shensa et al., 2017).
Depression heavily relies on social comparative processes (Bäzner et al., 2006),
and it affects individuals’ perceptions of themselves and others (Appel et al., 2015). The
breadth of information provided on social media may facilitate the activation of negative
automatic cognitions and evaluations that trigger certain affective responses. Individuals
with depression have a tendency to use more cognitive distortions (Blake et al., 2016) and
compare themselves to peers more frequently (Bäzner et al., 2006). The continuous
exposure to social information inherent on social media could potentially increase an
individual’s vulnerability to depression, given that negative self-evaluations are often
salient. Given that social media use activates specific cognitive processes in the
interpretation of information, the mechanisms of social comparison and cognitive
distortions were examined to determine their effect on the relationship between passive
social media use and depression in young adults.
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CHAPTER 3: METHOD
This observational, cross-sectional, correlational study examined the relationship
between cognitive distortions, depressive symptoms, and the phenomenon of social
comparison in the context of social media use. Self-report measures assessed the
independent variables (IV); i.e., social media use, social comparison, and cognitive
distortions) and dependent variables (DV; i.e., depressive symptom severity) in this
study.
Participants
In total, 244 participants were recruited in 1 month (i.e., November 2019). Of the
244 participants, 175 completed surveys and were included in the analyses (71.72%).
Overall, 175 adults between the ages of 18 and 29 years were recruited online (64.6%
male, 34.9% female; 45.7% Asian, 36% White, 9.1% Black, 5.7% Hispanic, and 2.9%
Mixed Race). Demographic characteristics are presented in Table 1.
Inclusion Criteria
Eligibility for this study required that participants be between the ages of 18 and
29 years, have an active social media account, and have internet access.
Exclusion Criteria
There were no exclusion criteria for this study.
Screening and Recruitment
Participants were recruited through Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk), a
platform that distributes surveys to registered user members (https://www.mturk.com/).
Approximately 30% of MTurk workers are between the ages of 18 and 29 years, with
gender, income distribution, and racial/ethnic composition closely matching those of the
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United States (Litman & Robinson, 2020). MTurk advertised the study to members and
then compensated eligible survey participants for completed surveys. A post was created
to facilitate participation in this online study examining the effects of thinking styles and
social comparison on mental health in the context of social media use. Potential
participants were directed to the survey REDCap webpage, where they were provided
with information on the study, including study duration and the voluntary and anonymous
nature of participation. Participants completed a screener in REDCap to determine
eligibility for the one-time survey and then were asked to begin surveys if they checked a
box agreeing to voluntarily participate. Surveys were presented in the same order for each
participant (i.e., social media use questions, Iowa-Netherlands Comparison Orientation
Measure [INCOM], the Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale – Revised
[CESD-R], Cognitive Distortions Questionnaire [CD-QUEST]). The average completion
time for the survey was approximately 15 minutes. Participants were permitted to skip
survey questions but were prompted to answer questions left blank at the conclusion of
each measure. Ineligible participants were thanked for their interest and redirected back
to the main menu.
Measures
A demographic questionnaire was created by the study investigators to capture
participants’ background characteristics, including age, race, ethnicity, income,
employment, marital status, and biological sex. Subsequently, three measures then
assessed the variables of interest in this study.
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Social Media Use
General social media use was assessed by asking participants two questions: (a)
“How many minutes do you estimate that you spend on social media per day?” and (b)
“How many times do you log onto your social media account per day?”
Active and Passive Social Media Use
Escobar-Viera et al. (2018) adapted items from empirically validated scales that
measured general internet use (Pagani et al., 2011; Pagani & Mirabello, 2011). EscobarViera et al.’s (2018) adapted items were used to measure active and passive social media
use. Participants were asked how often they engage in a variety of behaviors while using
any social media platform. There were seven items with responses ranging from never to
several times a day on a 5-point Likert scale. To measure active social media use,
participants were asked how often they did the following: (a) “like, favorite, vote,” (b)
“share others’ content,” (c) “comment on or respond to someone else’s content,” and (d)
“post your own content.” In contrast, for passive social media use, participants were
asked how often they did the following: (e) “read discussions,” (f) “read
comments/reviews,” and (g) “watch videos or view pictures.”
“Liking” Behavior on Social Media
The frequency of “liking” behaviors on social media was assessed by asking
participants, “During each session that you use social media, how often do you ‘like’
others’ posts?” Responses were measured using a 5-point Likert scale (1 = never; 2 =
rarely; 3 = sometimes; 4 = often; 5 = always).
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Iowa-Netherlands Comparison Orientation Measure (Gibbons & Bunnk, 1999)
The INCOM is an 11-item questionnaire examining social comparisons related to
an individual’s abilities and opinions (e.g., “If I want to learn more about something, I try
to find out what others think about it,” “I always pay a lot of attention to how I do things
compared with how others do things”; Gibbons & Bunnk, 1999). The scale contains
statements about individuals’ tendencies to make social comparisons, with responses
indicated on a 5-point scale ranging from (1) strongly disagree to (5) strongly agree.
Scoring consists of averaging the items, with Items 6 and 10 being reverse coded. Higher
scores indicate more engagement in social comparison behaviors. The INCOM is a
validated measure that was initially administered to samples of 4,300 participants in the
United States and 3,200 participants in the Netherlands. The measure has good internal
consistency ( = .83) and is widely used because of its empirical validity and reliability
in measuring social comparison tendencies (Gerson et al., 2017; Schneider & Schupp,
2011). Following Steers et al.’s (2014) adaptation of the INCOM for Facebook use, the
present study adapted the scale to measure social comparison in the context of general
social media use (e.g., “When I am on social media…I often compare myself with others
with respect to what I have accomplished in life.”).
Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale, Revised (Eaton et al., 2004)
The CESD-R is a widely used screening tool to assess depressive
symptomatology based on the criteria defined by the American Psychological
Association. The CESD has been revised by Eaton et al. (2004) to address diagnostic
changes within the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders. The scale
measures depressive symptoms categorized into nine different groups: sadness, loss of
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interest, appetite, sleep, thinking/concentration, guilt, tired, movement, and suicidal
ideation. The response values for each question are: 0 = not at all or less than one day; 1
= 1-2 days; 2 = 3-4 days; 3 = 5-7 days; and 4 = nearly every day for 2 weeks. Scoring for
the CESD-R consists of calculating the sum of the responses; possible ranges are between
0 and 60, with higher scores indicating greater severity. A score of 16 points or greater is
considered a marker for depression. If participants endorse the items related to suicidal
ideation on the survey, a pop-up window with mental health resources appears. The scale
has high internal consistency, evidence of construct validity, excellent concurrent
validity, and acceptable test-retest reliability (Radloff, 1977). A recent study conducted
by Van Dam and Earleywine (2011) demonstrated the CESD-R’s strong psychometric
properties, including high internal consistency ( = 0.92), strong factor loadings, and
convergent and divergent validity for affect. This scale was determined to be a valid
measure of depression in the general population.
Cognitive Distortions Questionnaire (de Oliveira et al., 2015)
The CD-Quest is a 15-item measure that assesses the frequency and intensity of
cognitive distortions (de Oliveira et al., 2015). The cognitive distortions identified
include dichotomous thinking, fortune telling, discounting the positive, emotional
reasoning, labeling, magnification/minimization, selective abstraction, mind reading,
overgeneralization, personalization, should statements, jumping to conclusions, blaming,
what if…, and unfair comparisons. Participants were presented with a brief example of
each cognitive distortion (e.g., “I made a mistake; therefore, my performance was a
failure.”). Participants were then prompted to identify the frequency (i.e., no, occasional,
much of the time, almost all of the time) and intensity (i.e., a little, much, very much) of

SOCIAL MEDIA USE AND DEPRESSION

50

each distortion over the previous week. The CD-Quest has demonstrated good internal
consistency for frequency ( = 0.91), intensity ( = 0.89), and the overall scale ( = 0.85;
de Oliveira et al., 2015). In addition, this measure exhibits acceptable test-retest
reliability. The convergent validity with other measures of depression is strong (Beck
Depression Inventory [BDI] = 0.65; de Oliveira et al., 2015). Morrison et al. (2015)
examined the psychometric properties of the English version of the CD-Quest. The
measure demonstrated excellent internal consistency ( = .88) and evidence of both
convergent and discriminant validity in automatic thought measures, psychopathology
measures, and functioning measures.
Procedures
The study was reviewed and approved by the PCOM Institutional Review Board
(H19-063X). Upon completion of the one-time survey, which consisted of a total of 56
items and seven demographic questions, participants were thanked for their participation
and given a confirmation code to submit for payment on the MTurk website. The
demographic questions in the survey were not counterbalanced. Each participant was paid
$0.50 for their participation in the study. Once the participants confirmed the receipt of
the confirmation code, the screen disconnected. No protected health information was
collected. Data were downloaded from MTurk to SPSS (IBM, Version 24.0) and
analyzed.
Plan of Analyses
Descriptive statistics were used to characterize the sample (i.e., means, standard
deviations, frequencies). Correlations or ANOVAs determined the relationship between
demographic variables and DVs for potential inclusion in regression models.
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Linear regressions were used to test Hypotheses 1 and 2, which examined the
relationship between social comparison and “liking” behaviors and whether social
comparison predicted the use of cognitive distortions and depressive symptoms. Five
assumptions should be satisfied for a multiple regression analysis that examines the
correlation between two or more IVs and a single DV. The assumptions for analysis
require the following: (a) continuous variables be normally distributed, (b) a linear
relationship between the IV and DV exists, (c) no significant outliers, (d) equal variances
across samples, (e) and IVs not highly correlated with one another. These assumptions
for regressions help to determine the normality of the distribution in order to make valid
inferences. Log transformations were attempted when normality was violated, and
nonparametrics were used if transformations were not successful.
Bootstrapping is a statistically powerful procedure that resamples a dataset,
thereby allowing for the calculation of standard errors and hypothesis testing for
numerous types of sample statistics (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). In regard to Hypotheses 3
and 4, a bootstrapping mediational model was implemented to determine whether the
mediating factors of social comparison and cognitive distortions were significant in
explaining the relationship between passive social media use and depression. Baron and
Kenny’s (1986) assumptions for analyses using the mediation model require that (a) the
causal variable is correlated with the outcome, (b) the causal variable is correlated with
the mediator, (c) an effect is established between the mediator and outcome variable, (d)
and the causal variable is controlled for to establish the effect of the causal variable on
the DV.
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS
Participants
Demographic information of the 175 participants, including biological sex,
marital status, race/ethnicity, employment status, and annual income, is in Table 1. Male
(64.6%) and female (34.9%) participants ranged in age from 18 to 29 years (M = 26.54,
SD = 2.26). One participant did not report biological sex (.6%). Participants’ races and
ethnicities included Asian (45.7%), Black (9.1%), Caucasian (36.0%), Mixed Race/Other
(2.9%), and Hispanic (5.7%).

Table 1
Sample Characteristics of Survey Participants (N = 175)

Characteristics

Biological sex
Female
Male
Unknown
Marital status
Cohabitation/domestic Partnership
Divorced
Married
Separated
Single (never married)
Race/ethnicity
Asian
Black
Caucasian
Mixed race/other
Hispanic
Employment status

Frequency

Percent

Cumulative
percent

61
113
1

34.9
64.6
.6

35.4
100
.6

9
1
66
2
97

5.1
.6
37.7
1.1
55.4

5.1
5.7
43.4
44.6
100

80
16
63
5
10

45.7
9.1
36
2.9
5.7

46
55.2
91.4
94.3
100
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Employed full-time (40 hours +
per week)
Employed part-time (up to 39
hours per week)
Homemaker
Self-employed
Student
Unemployed
Unknown
Annual income
$20,000 to $34,000
$35,000 to $49,000
$50,000 to $74,999
$75,000 to $99,999
Less than $20,000
Over $100,000
Unknown

53

143

81.7

82.3

12

6.9

89.1

3
6
7
3
1

1.7
3.4
4
1.7
.6

90.9
94.3
98.3
100
.6

45
48
37
13
27
3
2

25.7
27.4
21.1
7.4
15.4
1.7
1.1

26.9
54.3
75.4
82.9
98.3
100
1.1

Social media use, including time spent in minutes per day and number of daily
logins, is in Table 2. On average, participants reported 98.24 (SD = 97.15) daily minutes
of social media use and 19.29 (SD = 64.42) daily logins. Female participants on average
spent 111 minutes on social media per day in comparison to male participants, who spent
91 minutes daily. Participants who identified as mixed race spent the most time on social
media (M = 166.40, SD = 138.25).
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Table 2
Social Media Use Related to Time Spent (Minutes) and Number of Daily Logins
Time
spent
(minutes)
Overall sample
Race/ethnicity

Daily
logins

N

Min.-Max

Mean (SD)

N

Min.-Max Mean (SD)

Asian
Black
Caucasian
Mixed
Race/Other
Hispanic

76
16
62
5

1-500
5-360
3-440
2-300

99.33(101.32)
103.63(106.84)
92.06(86.99)
166.40(138.25)

76
16
62
5

2-140
1-720
0-250
1-10

12.43(25.09)
69.88(178.70)
17.92(44.90)
4.80(3.34)

9

2-300

92.33(99.62)

9

1-25

6.67(7.69)

Males
Females
Unknown

110 1-440
59 2-500
1
25-25

91.71(88.56)
111.64(111.37)
25.00

109
59
1

0-720
2-250
20-20

19.10(73.53)
19.63(44.21)
20.00

Biological sex

Note. Six participants did not provide a response for the amount of time spent or number of
daily logins.

The frequencies of active and passive social media use are reported in Table 3.
The majority of participants were less likely to actively use social media. In addition,
participants who were considered to be high-intensity social media users were more
likely to passively watch videos and view pictures online.
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Table 3
Frequencies for Active and Passive Social Media Use Intensity (N = 175)
Social media use

Low
(n)

Percent

Medium

Percent High

Percent

87

49.7

38

21.7

48

27.4

89

50.9

54

30.9

30

17.1

89
98

50.9
56

52
54

29.7
30.9

34
22

19.4
12.6

84
64
71

48
36.6
40.6

44
61
45

25.1
34.9
25.7

45
45
59

25.7
25.7
33.7

Active
Like, favorite,
vote
Share others’
content
Comment/respond
Post content
Passive
Read discussions
Read comments
Watch
videos/view
pictures

Note. The values represent the number of participants who answered the questions about
active and passive social media use. Low, medium, and high intensity were categorized
as follows: (a) responses such as “Never,” “Less than once a week,” and “Once a week”
were considered to be Low intensity; (b) a response of “2-6 times a week” was considered
to be Medium intensity; and (c) a response of “Several times a day” was considered to be
High intensity.

Total scores for the additional survey measures, the Iowa-Netherlands
Comparison Orientation Measure (INCOM), Cognitive Distortion Questionnaire (CDQuest), and Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale - Revised (CESD-R),
were calculated. Descriptive statistics for study measures, including the mean, range, and
standard deviations, are reported in Table 4. Correlations were conducted to determine if
any participants’ demographics (e.g., age, biological sex, and race/ethnicity) significantly
related to the dependent variables (DV) of cognitive distortions and depressive
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symptoms. Marital status and race and ethnicity were found to be significantly related to
depression and were included in the relevant regressions for analysis.

Table 4
Descriptive Statistics of Measures (N = 175)
Measure
INCOM
Total
CESD-R
Total
CDQUEST
Total
CDQUEST
Frequency
Total
Intensity
Total

N
164

Minimum
20

Maximum
55

Mean
38.95

SD
6.64

Variance
44.12

154

.00

70

27.80

16.93

286.72

161

.00

41

19.02

10.30

105.99

161

.00

41

19.02

10.29

105.88

59

15

42

29.74

5.14

26.43

Note. Total represents all data for the measure. For the CD-Quest, data are broken up into
all data for that measure and then data for each subset of the measure (i.e., total,
frequency, and intensity). INCOM = Iowa Netherlands Comparison Orientation Measure;
CESD-R = Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale – Revised; CD-QUEST
= Cognitive Distortions Questionnaire.

The assumptions of normality, multicollinearity, linearity, and homoscedasticity
were tested in several ways prior to regression analyses, including the use of histograms,
scatter plots, and Kolomogorov-Smirnov (KS) tests. Overall, the tests for normality
indicated that the depression score distribution did not significantly deviate from normal;
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thus, regressions were conducted with this outcome as planned (Table 5, Figure 1, p =
0.20), and Figure 2.

Table 5
Tests of Normality: Kolmogorov-Smirnov

CESD-R
CD-QUEST

N
154
161

Sig.
.200
.001

Statistic
.066
.102

Note. CESD-R = Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale – Revised. The
CESD-R is a 20-item scale that measures depressive symptoms categorized into nine
different groups which include: sadness, loss of interest, appetite, sleep,
thinking/concentration, guilt, tired, movement, and suicidal ideation. CD-QUEST =
Cognitive Distortions Questionnaire. The CD-QUEST is a 15-item scale that measures
the intensity and frequency of various cognitive distortions.
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Figure 1
Normality Histogram for the CESD-R

Note. Scoring for the CESD-R consists of calculating the sum of the responses; possible
ranges are between 0 and 60. A score of 16 points or more is considered a marker for
depression. CESD-R = Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale - Revised.
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Figure 2
Normal Q-Q CESD-R Scatterplot

Note. CESD-R = Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale – Revised. The
scatterplot demonstrates that the scores for the depression measure (CESD-R) is normally
distributed. Scoring for the CESD-R consists of calculating the sum of the responses;
possible ranges are between 0 and 60. A score of 16 points or more is considered to be a
marker for depression.

Scores for cognitive distortions, however, did significantly deviate from a normal
distribution on the KS test, p = .001 (Table 5). The normality histogram for the CD-Quest
is presented in Figure 3.
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Figure 3
Normality Histogram for the CD-Quest

Note. CD-QUEST = Cognitive Distortions Questionnaire. The distribution for the
cognitive distortions (CD-QUEST) scores significantly deviated from the norm. Higher
scores on the CD-QUEST indicate higher frequencies and intensities of cognitive
distortions.

Log transformations for cognitive distortion scores were attempted but did not
improve normality (KS test = 0.196, p = 0.001). Therefore, parametric statistics were
conducted using this measure as planned, and nonparametric correlations (Spearman)
were then used to confirm any statistics found to be significant using parametric statistics
(regression), as appropriate.
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Analysis of Hypothesis 1
A linear regression was conducted to investigate the relationship between social
comparison and the use of cognitive distortions. A scatterplot demonstrated that the
relationship between social comparison and cognitive distortions was positive and linear,
without any outliers. The relationship between social comparison and cognitive
distortions was statistically significant, F(1, 151) = 16.36, p = .001, with an adjusted R
squared value of .092, indicating that 9.2% of variance in the use of cognitive distortions
was accounted for in this model. The bootstrapped 95% confidence interval for the slope
to predict the use of cognitive distortions from social comparison ranged from .25 to .72.
For each one unit of increase in cognitive distortions, participants’ tendency for social
comparison increased by .481. Significance was also confirmed using nonparametric
Spearman’s rank-order correlation between social comparison and cognitive distortions
(rs = .384, p = .001). Tables 6 and 7 report a summary of the relationship between the
predictor variable of social comparison and the criterion variable of cognitive distortions.

Table 6
Summary of Analysis for Social Comparison Predicting Cognitive Distortions
Model
1

R

R2

Adjusted
R2

.313

.098

0.92

*Denotes significance

Std.
R2
F
Error of Change Change
Est.
9.70492
.098
16.360

df1

df2

1

151

Sig.
F
Change
.001*
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Table 7
Overall Regression Analysis with Social Comparison Predicting Cognitive Distortions
Model
1
Regression
Residual
Total

Sum of
Squares
1540.869
14222.007
15762.876

df
1
151
152

Mean
Square
1540.869
94.185

F

Sig.

16.360

.001*

*Denotes significance

The overall model indicated that social comparison was also a significant
predictor of depressive symptoms, F(7, 109) = 4.78, R2 = .24, p < .001, with marital
status being significantly associated with depression, p < .001, R2 = .16. Moreover,
individuals who were married were more likely to engage in social comparison and report
depressive symptoms (p = .007). The adjusted R squared value was .24, indicating that
24.0% of the variance in depression can be explained by this model. Tables 8 and 9
provide a summary of regression analyses for predictor variables related to depression.

Table 8
Summary of Analysis for Social Comparison Predicting Depression
Model

R

R2

Adjusted
R2

1
2

.430
.485

.185
.235

.140
.186

*Denotes significance

Std.
R2
Error of Change
Est.
16.49229
.185
16.04880
.050

F
Change

df1

df2

Sig. F
Change

4.149
7.163

6
1

110
109

.001*
.009*
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Note. Model 1 includes demographic variables, such as marital status (i.e., single,
married, and divorced) and race/ethnicity (i.e., Asian, Black, and Caucasian) and Model 2
includes social comparison.

Table 9
Overall Regression Analysis with Variables Predicting Depression (CESD-R)
Model
1

2

Regression
Residual
Total
Regression
Residual
Total

Sum of
Squares
6777.564
29919.513
36691.077
8616.597
28074.480
36691.077

df
6
110
116
7
109
116

Mean
Square
1128.594
271.996
1230.942
257.564

F

Sig.

4.149

.001*

4.779

.001*

Note. CESD-R = Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale – Revised. Model
1 includes demographic variables such as marital status (i.e., single, married, and
divorced) and race/ethnicity (i.e., Asian, Black, and Caucasian) and Model 2 includes
social comparison.
*Denotes significance

Analysis of Hypothesis 2
Linear regression was conducted to evaluate whether the frequency of “liking”
behaviors on social media predicted higher social comparison tendency or higher
endorsement of depressive symptoms. For social comparison, the overall regression
model was not significant, F(7, 114) = 1.46, p = .190, R2 = .08; therefore, the frequency
of “liking” behaviors on social media was not significantly related to participants’ social
comparison tendency (see Tables 10 and 11).
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Table 10
Summary of Analysis for Liking Behaviors (Frequency) Predicting Social Comparison
Model
1

R

R2

Adjusted
R2

.287

.082

.026

Std.
R2
F
Error of Change Change
Est.
6.21531
.000
.053

df1

df2

1

114

Sig.
F
Change
.818

Table 11
Overall Regression Analysis with Liking Behaviors Predicting Social Comparison
Model
1
Regression
Residual
Total

Sum of
Squares
394.020
4403.824
4797.844

df
7
114
121

Mean
Square
56.289
38.630

F

Sig.

1.457

.190

For depression, the frequency of “liking” behaviors was significant, F(7, 112) =
4.20, R2 = .21, p = .001. Marital status (p = .001) and race/ethnicity were also found to be
significant predictors of depression in this model (p = .007). More specifically, this
regression model demonstrated a significant effect for participants who either considered
themselves as divorced (p = .046) or identified as Black (p = .043). Tables 12 and 13
provide a summary of the analyses for demographic variables and “liking” behaviors as
predictors for depression.

SOCIAL MEDIA USE AND DEPRESSION

65

Table 12
Summary of Analysis for Liking Behaviors (Frequency) Predicting Depression
Std.
R2
F
df1 df2
Sig.
Error of Change Change
F
Est.
Change
1
.312 .098
.074
17.09579
.098
4.184
3
116 .007
2
.455 .207
.164
16.24185
.109
5.173
3
113 .002
3
.456 .208
.158
16.30198
.001
.168
1
112 .683
Note. Model 1 includes race and ethnicity as predictors, Model 2 includes marital status
as a predictor, and Model 3 includes the frequency of liking behaviors as a predictor for
depression.
Model

R

R2

Adjusted
R2

Table 13
Overall Regression Analysis with Liking Behaviors Predicting Depression
Model

Sum of
df
Mean
F
Sig.
Squares
Square
1
Regression 3668.134
3
1222.711
4.184
.007
Residual
33902.858
116
292.266
Total
37570.992
119
2
Regression 7761.868
6
1293.645
4.904
.001
Residual
29809.124
113
263.798
Total
37570.992
119
3
Regression 7806.489
7
1115.213
4.196
.001
Residual
29764.503
112
265.754
Total
37570.992
119
Note. Model 1 includes race and ethnicity as predictors, Model 2 includes marital status
as a predictor, and Model 3 includes the frequency of liking behaviors as a predictor for
depression.
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Analysis of Hypothesis 3
A bootstrapping mediational analysis was conducted to determine if passive social
media use was related to depression and whether that relationship was mediated by social
comparisons. Preacher and Hayes’ (2004) macro in SPSS was used to run Model 4 with
5,000 iterations. No significant relationship between passive social media use and social
comparisons was found, (b = .27, t(144) = 1.29, p = .20), and thus social comparison was
not a mediator.
A significant relationship was found between passive social media use and
depression, (b = -1.73, t(143) = 3.51, p = .006). The mediation process demonstrated that
when controlling for social comparison, the mediator (i.e., passive social media use) was
significant in predicting depression, (b = -1.51, t(144) = -2.94, p = .004). In addition,
social comparison was also found to be significant in predicting depression, b = .80,
t(143) = 4.08, p = .001. The indirect effect was tested using nonparametric bootstrapping.
For the indirect effect, if the values of the bootstrap confidence intervals included 0
between them, there was no mediation. The bootstrap confidence intervals were derived
from 5,000 samples and indicated that the indirect effect coefficient was not significant,
(b = .798, SE = .203, 95% CI = -.160, .656), and did not support the hypothesis that the
relationship between passive social media use and depression was mediated by social
comparison.
Analysis of Hypothesis 4
A bootstrapping mediational analysis was conducted to determine whether
cognitive distortions mediate the relationship between passive social media use and
depression. Preacher and Hayes’ (2004) macro in SPSS was used to run Model 4 with
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5,000 iterations. In Step 1 of the mediation model, the regression of passive social media
use, ignoring the mediator, was significant in predicting the use of cognitive distortions
(b = 1.59, t(49) = 3.70, p = .005). Step 2 demonstrated that, overall, passive social media
use and cognitive distortions both predicted depression, F(2, 48 ) = 9.40, p = < .004, R2 =
.28. Step 3 of the analyses revealed that the regression of the mediator (i.e., cognitive
distortions) was also significant in predicting depression (b = .804, t(48) = 3.83, p =
.004). Step 4 of the regression of passive social media use and depression was not
significant, (b = .005, t(48) = .007, p = .99), thereby eliminating the relationship between
these variables and allowing for full mediation of the model. For this hypothesis, the
indirect effect was tested using nonparametric bootstrapping. The bootstrap confidence
intervals were derived from 5,000 samples and indicated that the indirect effect was
significant, (b = 1.28, SE = .527, 95% CI = .393, 2.43), and supported the hypothesis that
cognitive distortions mediated the relationship between passive social media use and
depression. The mediation model (Figure 4) demonstrated that the relationship between
passive social media use and depression was wholly explained by cognitive distortions,
meaning that social media use triggers the use of cognitive distortions, which relate to
depression.

SOCIAL MEDIA USE AND DEPRESSION

68

Figure 4
Mediation Model of Cognitive Distortions, Passive Social Media Use, and Depression
Indirect Effect
b = 1.28, 95% CI [.393, 2.43]

b = 1.59, p = .005

b = .005, p = .99

b = .804, p = .004

Direct Effect

Note. The confidence interval for the indirect effect is a BCa bootstrapped CI based on
5,000 samples. There was a significant indirect effect of passive social media use on
depression mediated by cognitive distortions, b = 1.28, BCa CI [.393, 2.43].
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION
The existing literature has primarily focused on identifying mental health
outcomes related to social media use (Al-Dubai et al., 2013; Denti et al., 2012; Frost &
Rickwood, 2017). More specifically, negative mental health outcomes, including but not
limited to depression, anxiety, eating disorders, and body image concerns (Frost &
Rickwood, 2017), have been found to be related to frequent social media use (Kross et
al., 2013). Frequent social media use has been found to contribute to more frequent social
comparisons that affect individuals’ overall well-being (Denti et al., 2012). The aim of
the present study was to determine whether social comparison and cognitive distortions
functioned as mediators in the relationship between passive social media use and
depression in younger adults. The study included younger adults between the ages of 18
to 29 years, as individuals in this age range are the largest consumers of social media
(Pew Research Center, 2018).
The demographics of this present study were interesting in that Asian Americans
were the majority of the participants, even though they are normally the minority in the
United States population. In addition, female individuals on average have been found to
spend more time than male individuals on social media, despite comprising
approximately 35% of the participants in the study. The study results indicated that social
comparison was a significant predictor for both depression and cognitive distortions.
These findings reflect prior research suggesting that individuals with depression tend to
experience more cognitive distortions (Blake et al., 2016) and engage in social
comparative processes more frequently (Bäzner et al., 2006) than non-depressed
individuals. One explanation for this phenomenon could be that social comparison
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increases the likelihood that individuals will engage in biased negative evaluations
(Blease, 2015), a core feature of depression (Beck, 1967). Information processing in the
environment inherently prompts social comparative processes (Dunning & Hayes, 1996);
thus, the ease of access to information on social media provides individuals with more
opportunities to engage in social comparisons (Lee, 2014). Furthermore, negative
automatic cognitions, such as cognitive distortions, may be activated by events on social
media (e.g., viewing others’ pictures/videos), in turn triggering affective responses. In
other words, the information presented on social media can elicit salient depressive
thinking styles that contribute to the interpretation of others’ pictures, posts, and
comments. These negative cognitions can contribute to the onset and maintenance of
depression (Beck, 1967).
The frequency of “liking” behaviors was significant in predicting depression but
did not predict social comparison tendency as hypothesized. The finding that “liking”
behaviors were significant in predicting depression is similar to Rideout and Fox’s (2018)
conclusion noting that individuals with depression had a tendency to engage in more
“liking” behaviors on social media. “Likes” are perceived as forms of social support
(Rosenthal-von der Pütten et al., 2019), and motivations for using the “like” button can
vary among users (Lee et al., 2016). Individuals who experience low self-esteem and
emotional instability are more likely than their non-depressed counterparts to use the
“like” feature as a way to please others (Lee et al., 2016). The use of the “like” feature by
individuals with depression is notable, given that these individuals are considerably more
likely than their non-depressed peers to perceive social media interactions as negative
(Davila et al., 2012). In addition, Rideout and Fox noted (2018) that depressed
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individuals preferred to communicate with their peers via social media instead of in-vivo.
Another potential explanation for the current finding is that the act of “liking” behaviors
on social media could function as an emotion regulation strategy to help individuals
confirm negative self-evaluations that are prevalent in depression. This ruminative focus
on negative self-evaluations could potentially be reinforced by the use of the “like”
button on social media. According to Nolen-Hoeksema et al. (2008), individuals who
ruminated exacerbated and prolonged their depression because of their continued focus
on their distress rather than on implementing problem-solving strategies to improve mood
(e.g., focusing on the positive and engaging in pleasant activities).
In regard to the statistically nonsignificant relationship between “liking”
behaviors and social comparison, these findings are contrary to those of the Feinstein et
al. (2013) study, which demonstrated how “liking” behaviors on social media function as
an evaluative tool for comparisons. A plausible explanation for this finding could be that
the act of “liking” is related to the perception of social support rather than self-evaluation
for social comparison. Previous research (Carr et al., 2016; Egebark & Ekström, 2011;
Hayes et al., 2016; Lee et al., 2016; Rosenthal-von der Pütten et al., 2019) supports the
notion that “likes” are perceived as forms of social support, with other explanations for
“liking” behaviors, including expressing emotions, giving likes habitually and aimlessly,
and showing support for others.
The current study found that social comparison did not mediate the relationship
between passive social media use and depression; however, a significant relationship was
found between passive social media use and depression. This finding is similar to
findings from prior research (Frison & Eggermont, 2016; Nisar et al., 2019) indicating
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that passive social media use contributed to depressive symptoms and that younger adults
have an increased tendency to passively engage in these platforms (Verduyn et al., 2015).
Moreover, passive social media use, such as profile viewing, can initiate feelings of
inferiority (Appel et al., 2015), possibly functioning to reinforce and confirm negative
self-beliefs (Bäzner et al., 2006).
In addition, this current study found that social comparison was a strong predictor
for depression, thus aligning with earlier research (Ahrens & Alloy, 1997; Bäzner et al.,
2006; Feinstein et al., 2013; Yoon et al., 2019) demonstrating the effects of social
comparative processes on depressive symptoms. The use of social media is likely to
prompt individuals to engage in social comparisons (Appel et al., 2015), possibly leading
to negative self-evaluations that activate feelings of deprivation and inferiority, a
hallmark of depression (Beck, 1967). Research also suggests that individuals with
depression tend to engage in social comparisons more frequently (Bäzner et al., 2006)
and are more sensitive to social comparison information (Ahrens & Alloy, 1997).
Finally, a mediational model was employed to examine cognitive distortions as a
mediator to further explain the relationship between passive social media use and
depression. For this mediation model, it was found that the use of cognitive distortions
mediated the relationship between passive social media use and depression. As
individuals increased their passive use of social media, they were more likely to use
cognitive distortions, thereby contributing to the endorsement of more depressive
symptoms. Moreover, the relationship between social media use and depressive
symptoms is explained by cognitive distortions in that social media use triggers cognitive
distortions, a symptom related to depression. This novel finding is notable in
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demonstrating the mechanistic role of cognitive distortions in the relationship between
passive social media use and depression. Passive social media use may inadvertently
activate salient negative schemas (Beck, 1967) that facilitate affective changes (Gilbert et
al., 1995) related to depression. The automaticity of negative self-evaluations (Beck,
1967) while passively viewing social media may amplify the inherent discrepancy of an
individual’s self-concept (i.e., real vs. ideal) that may manifest as cognitive distortions.
This is noteworthy given that younger adults spend a considerable amount of time
looking at peers’ social media profiles (Denti et al., 2012; Nesi & Prinstein, 2015;
Pempek et al., 2009). An important finding related to passive social media use identified
that individuals with a smartphone “checked” their Facebook profile at least 14 times per
day (Subbaraman, 2013). Similarly, the present study found that, on average, individuals
reported logging onto their social media account 19 times a day. Taken together, chronic
exposure to information while passively using social media could increase an individual’s
vulnerability to depressive symptoms, given the salience of cognitive distortions used in
the processing of social information. These findings emphasize the notion that individuals
are considerably more likely to use cognitive short cuts to interpret information because
these short cuts increase efficiency related to the access of self-knowledge (Operario &
Fiske, 1999).
Similar to previous research (Feinstein et al., 2013; Frison & Eggermont, 2016),
the present study highlighted the relationship between social media use and depression.
Specifically, Frison and Eggermont (2016) found that, overall, passive social media use
predicted more depressive symptoms, whereas Feinstein et al. (2013) noted that social
comparison on social media contributed to participants’ endorsements of depressive
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symptoms. The findings for the present study identified specific cognitive mechanisms
that further clarify the relationship between social media use and depression.
Interpretations and Implications
Previous research on social media use and depression has primarily focused on
identifying a relationship between these two variables (Al-Dubai et al., 2013; Denti et al.,
2012; Frost & Rickwood, 2017; Kross et al., 2013), but few studies have examined the
specific underlying mechanisms that explain this relationship. The present study explored
cognitive mechanisms that function to explain the relationship between social media use
and depression. The novel findings from this present study have significant theoretical
and practical implications that serve as the foundation for future research. The theoretical
implications of this study demonstrate the critical role of specific cognitive processes that
are prompted in response to the social information presented online. The impact of these
cognitive processes, particularly cognitive distortions and social comparison, can
drastically impact affect and mood (Kross et al., 2013; Sagioglou & Greitemeyer, 2014).
The more that individuals used cognitive distortions, the more likely they were to engage
in social comparison. Prior research indicates that depressed individuals often have a
tendency to experience cognitive distortions (Blake et al., 2016; Marton et al., 1993) and
engage in social comparisons more frequently than their peers (Bäzner et al., 2006).
Moreover, social comparison provides ample opportunity for individuals to engage in
negative self-evaluations (Blease, 2015), which may be exacerbated by faulty
interpretations of the self, others, and the world and are reflective of depressive
symptomatology (Beck, 1967). Overall, passive social media use, social comparison, and
cognitive distortions were significant predictors of depression.
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A mediational model was used to assess the salience of cognitive distortions as a
mediator in the relationship between social media use and depression. The current study
found that cognitive distortions mediated the relationship, meaning that as individuals
increased their passive use of social media, they used more cognitive distortions and, in
turn, endorsed more depressive symptoms. Theoretically, the diathesis stress theory of
depression is a potential explanation for this relationship. Social media may function to
increase an individual’s vulnerability to depression, given that social media can trigger
the use of cognitive distortions, which influence the interpretation of information on these
platforms. The inherent differences between users and their affective response to passive
social media use highlight the role of cognitive vulnerability in the conceptualization of
social media use and its impact on mental health.
The practical implications help to inform treatment interventions related to the use
of social media and its influence on depressive symptoms in younger adults. The
commonality of social comparison on social media platforms, such as Facebook,
emphasizes the need to better understand the implications of these cognitive processes on
mental health outcomes. Clinically, the findings from this study can provide insight into
the mechanisms that need to be addressed in the treatment of depression. More
specifically, these findings clarify the potential for social comparison cognitions or
cognitive distortions as intervention targets for treatment, in comparison to addressing
overall social media use.
Cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) is a common and effective approach to
challenging cognitive distortions (Butler et al., 2006). CBT can teach individuals how to
become more aware of the impact of their thoughts on certain behavioral and affective
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outcomes. For example, the identification of maladaptive cognitions related to social
comparison (e.g., “Others on social media are having more fun or doing better than I
am”) can help individuals challenge unhelpful thinking patterns that function to maintain
depression. Individuals will benefit from identifying the function of their social media
use and its contribution to their depressive symptoms. The use of a thought record
prompts the identification of specific thoughts, feelings, and behaviors prior to and after
using social media. This increased awareness can facilitate behavioral changes
surrounding social media use patterns (e.g., passive vs. active use). If the use of social
media is determined to reinforce negative cognitions and thinking patterns, behavioral
changes can be implemented to improve mood (e.g., taking a break from social media).
Moreover, determining the underlying motivation to use social media will help
individuals identify other adaptive activities that function to fulfill the same need without
negatively impacting their overall mood.
Increased awareness of the mental health implications of social media use among
providers and clinicians can be fundamental in providing effective recommendations for
quality care. Moreover, this awareness can be clinically significant in that it prompts
providers to ask questions related to social media use and its influence on mental and
physical health. Education and training related to healthy social media use can prompt
empirical inquiries into its use as a tool to increase access to mental health support and
resources.
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Strengths and Limitations
Study Strengths
This study has several strengths. First, I used well-validated measures. Validated
measures can reduce error in the measurement process, especially for research that uses
abstract constructs. Second, I recruited a relatively large sample size, which is a critical
component in achieving sufficient power for analyses, as well as representativeness of a
sample in comparison to the general population. Finally, the participants consisted of a
diverse sample that included a variety of racial and ethnic backgrounds, further
increasing the generalizability of these findings.
Study Limitations
This study has several limitations. First, the sample characteristics were limited to
individuals between the ages of 18 and 29 years. All study measures were self-reported,
and data derived from these measures are therefore limited because of the inherent biases
and subjectivity involved in providing responses. In addition, introspective ability should
also be considered when using self-report measures. Participants may not be fully truthful
and may feel the need to respond in a way that is more favorable (i.e., social desirability).
The rating scales used may also be restrictive in terms of allowing for only an exact
numerical response to questions. Respondent fatigue is another limitation of this study
because for the last measure in the survey (i.e., the Cognitive Distortions Questionnaire
[CD-Quest]), fewer people answered questions related to the intensity of their cognitive
distortions. Finally, general social media use was assessed, so limited information is
available regarding the types of social media platforms that individuals use on a daily
basis.
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Future Directions
The current findings lend support for continued research in this domain. Future
studies could longitudinally examine the influences of social media use on mental health
outcomes. Longitudinal studies in this area will more accurately examine the implications
of social media use on depression. In addition, this study should be replicated with more
diverse samples (i.e., age) using different social media platforms. Further exploration of
the differences between age groups can elucidate the influences of social media on
human development throughout the life stage and its purpose at each phase. Moreover,
the identification of differing effects of various social media platforms on mental health
would allow researchers to examine specific online behaviors that may contribute to
psychological health and, in turn, help researchers to better understand the protective
factors that buffer against negative mental health outcomes. Continued research in this
area will be fundamental in the development of standardized scales and protocols to
address maladaptive patterns of use.
Summary and Conclusions
Social media has become an enduring and ever-changing trend that has
reconceptualized social connection and communication. The pervasive use of social
media among diverse populations and age groups prompts systematic evaluations of its
psychological implications for development throughout the lifespan. Recent research has
focused on the mental health implications of social media use (Al-Dubai et al., 2013;
Denti et al., 2012; Frost & Rickwood, 2017; Kross et al., 2013). Whereas some research
has identified benefits of social media use, including enhanced social connectedness and
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support, other studies have noted negative interaction and social comparison to be
associated with depressive symptoms (Seabrook et al., 2016).
There are still gaps in the literature related to the mechanisms that illuminate this
relationship. Recent studies investigating the relationship between social media use and
depression have recognized a multifaceted relationship that consists of many moderating
and mediating factors (Baker & Perez Algorta, 2016). Novelty in this area of research,
along with methodological concerns, contributes to the difficulties in establishing distinct
connections. The variability of research findings implicates social and usage factors that
influence mental health outcomes (Seabrook et al., 2016). The present study contributed
to the current literature by clarifying the mechanisms underlying the significant
relationship between social media use and depression. An analysis of this effect identified
cognitive distortions as a critical mediator in this relationship. Continued research on the
impact of social media use on mental health will be essential to understanding the longterm implications of this relationship.
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